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ABSTRACT
A student’s college experience lasts only a finite amount of time, but their role as alumni
lasts for a lifetime. Alumni play an important role in higher education. The future financial
success of a college or university is largely based on involvement and financial support by the
school’s alumni. The purpose of this research was to learn about the role alumni affinity groups
play in engaging alumni with the school and if they have the ability to impact alumni giving.
The dissertation data was collected using a qualitative methods research approach.
Alumni data was gathered from two public universities from a series of interviews. The construct
for the research sought to learn if the four controls had any influence on alumni engagement. The
four controls were: college experience, alumni satisfaction, relationship building, and
communications. The interviews for the qualitative method were built around the same controls
for comparison.
Alumni affinity was found to be important as it relates to the social identity of the
alumnus with their alma mater. The data showed the primary affinity relationship with both
schools was Greek life. One of the school’s has a unique homecoming tradition that also has
created a strong affinity with several of the alumni who were interviewed. It was also evident
from the data that the relationship with other alumni plays an important influence on alumni
engagement. Alumni and not administrators are important motivators to engage alumni in
volunteer roles on campus and even alumni giving. The data also revealed alumni engagement
activities can have a positive impact on future alumni giving since there is a clearer
understanding of the need and impact of the gift. The application of the social identity theory and
vi

philanthropic mirroring theory can be used as a basis for alumni affinity programs to engage
alumni across multiple generations.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Background
The pursuit of a college degree is more than just obtaining the actual degree. The student
experiences that happen both on and off campus are an important part of the overall college
experience. This is a formative period when students develop their values and priorities as they
move into adulthood. The overall college experience is seen for many to be a transformational
experience that helps develop the student into the adult they become (McAlexander & Koenig,
2001).
A student’s college experience might only have relevancy during their time on campus,
but their role as an alumnus after graduating is something they retain for a lifetime. Alumni play
an important role in the success of a college or university, especially over the past 30 years as
funding sources have changed (Tom & Elmber, 1994). Most institutions in higher education have
an alumni affairs office dedicated to engaging and connecting alumni back to campus with
events, volunteer opportunities, and board leadership roles. Alumni affairs professionals dedicate
personnel and operational resources to engage alumni using memberships, programs, special
events, and other engagement tactics (McAlexander et al., 2016). It can be a large public
university or a small private liberal arts college, but the common outcome of all alumni affairs
objectives is to develop ways to involve as many alumni in events and programs as possible to
create an engaged and loyal alumni population (Sun et al., 2007).
1

One of the most vital contributions alumni can make is to assist with the financial success
of their alma mater (Gottfried & Johnson, 2006). The endowment and foundation operations at
most colleges and universities are funded by the support of the school’s alumni. The Council for
Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) reported in 2018 in the Voluntary Support of
Education Survey that $46.73 billion in charitable contributions were given to colleges and
universities in the United States with alumni contributing 26 percent ($12 billion) of the total
(2018). See Figure 1 for details. There is a considerable amount of revenue at stake with the
success of alumni engagement strategies that support alumni giving.

Voluntary Support of Higher Education by Source, 2018
($ in Bilions)

5.27%
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12.15%

Corporations
6.73%

Total
Support
$46.73

Foundations
Nonalumni
Alumni
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14.01%

Figure 1: Sources of Charitable Gifts in Higher Education (CASE, 2019)
The study of alumni giving can be traced back to a study by O’Connor (1961) who
conducted research with Alfred University alumni. Since this first study, other research has
continued to explore demographic variables to assist a university identify a future alumni donor
using factors such as age, income, graduation year, major, and other key demographic factors a
university maintains in their alumni database (Taylor & Martin, 1995).
2

Schools are increasingly securing larger donations from corporations and foundations,
but continue to see a downward trend among individual alumni donors, especially since the
financial crisis of 2008 (Allenby, 2012). The administration and alumni affairs professionals at
colleges and universities are exploring ways to address the decrease in alumni participation rates
(McDearmon & Shirley, 2009). The decline in individual alumni giving is a financial concern to
fund scholarships and operations, but it also is a marketing concern since alumni participation
rates directly impacts a school’s national ranking (Levine, 2008).
Every alumnus gift is counted towards the percentage of alumni participating in a
particular year. The pressure to maintain alumni participation rates is enhanced with the increase
in college student enrollments. The growth in student enrollment, especially at large, public
universities, increases the overall alumni base and creates a direct impact on maintaining
participation rates (Allenby, 2014).
Alumni affairs and advancement offices in higher education are exploring new
fundraising methods and solicitations to reach alumni to address the declining trend in alumni
giving (McDearmon & Shirley, 2009). The offices responsible for alumni giving have limited
resources and time and must be strategic in their gift solicitation strategies (Weerts & Ronca,
2009).
A recent segmentation strategy used by alumni relations offices is the grouping of alumni
together into alumni affinity groups. The alumni affinity concept is an engagement tactic used to
make the alumni experience more personal to alumni (Gallo, 2012). The affinity group strategy
segments the alumni database by the student experience the alumni had while in school (Rau &
Erwin, 2015). The goal is to engage groups of alumni based on their shared college experiences
(Gallo, 2012). The use of alumni affinity groups is connecting alumni on more concentric and

3

individualized efforts. After alumni are engaged in an affinity group, the next step is to build a
relationship to solicit future gifts from this engaged group of alumni (Gallo, 2013).

Problem Statement
Growth in Alumni and Decline in Participation
The growth in the number of people attending colleges and universities since 1950 has
resulted in an expansion in the number of alumni from those schools. As more people graduate
from colleges and universities around the country, the larger the alumni bases have become for
those schools (McAlexander et al. 2016). The U.S. Census reports population of adults ages 25
and over with four years or more of college in the 1950 Census as 5,284,580 compared to
41,973,000 in 2007 and then 76,924,000 in 2017 (U.S. Census 2018).
This increase in alumni presents an opportunity for the university administration to tap
into both professional and financial resources of their alumni base (CASE 2017). See Figure 2
with data on alumni record growth. The larger a university student population the larger the
future alumni population of that school. This increase in the alumni population requires more
resources to be devoted to engaging alumni since each year a new group of graduates transition
to alumni status and are future prospects for alumni giving (Proper et al., 2009).
Role of Alumni
The role alumni play in the life of a college or university has grown in importance,
especially at public universities where state and other funding courses have declined. Alumni
giving is a source of funding that enables a school to maintain quality and access to a college
education (Tom & Elmber, 1994). This puts alumni in the role of a donor and funder to the
university’s operation and programmatic needs.
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Figure 2: Number of Alumni Donors and Records (CASE, 2019)
Most publicly funded colleges and universities experienced significant decreases in
government and other third-party funding following the financial crisis of 2008. Also, during this
time period, despite the increase in the alumni base across the country, there were year-over-year
declines in alumni giving (Tom & Elmber, 1994). The individual alumni participant rates have
not rebounded to their pre-financial crisis rates. This decrease in support requires administration
and board volunteers at colleges and universities to seek funding sources beyond the revenue
from tuition, housing, government, and other sources that are required to continue meeting the
needs of their students and the campus-at-large (Weerts & Ronca, 2009).

Theoretical Framework
The research is supported by Social Identity Theory (Tafjel & Turner, 1986) and
Philanthropic Mirroring Theory (Drezner, 2017). These two theories show their impact on
alumni engagement and alumni giving. A person’s sense of self is tied to social groups to which
they belong (Tafjel & Turner, 1986). The social identity of the alumni can be developed based on
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student experiences. Philanthropic mirroring expands on this theory by recognizing that alumni
can see a reflection of themselves in the student(s) they support and are more likely to make a
gift or even increase their giving to support those students (Drezner, 2017).

Research Questions
RQ1: Which student experience(s) in college develops a strong affinity with alumni?
RQ2: How can affinity groups be used in higher education to influence alumni engagement?
RQ3: How do alumni affinity segmentation strategies in higher education impact alumni giving?

Research Design
The research will be conducted using a qualitative study. A fundamental component of
this study is understanding the behavior that motivates alumni. This study must identify the
influences on alumni behavior to determine the motivators that create a level of engagement and
also motivate alumni to make a charitable gift (McKinnon, 2012). It is also important for this
research to understand the strength of the relationship between the institution and the alumni.

Data Collection
The research will use a qualitative research approach of gathering data to support an
understanding of the alumni relationship with the school and the influence of engagement on the
long-term relationship between the two (Stuart et al, 2011). The qualitative study is developed
from a compilation of interviews conducted with a set group of constituents to learn more about
the psychographic data and motivations that engage alumni in both involvement with the
institution and the motivation behind alumni giving (McDearmon, 2010; Strauss & Corbin,
1998).
6

Overview
The first chapter of this traditional dissertation outlines the purpose and relevance of the
research, as well as the research questions and research designs. Chapter 2 provides the literature
review for this research topic by organizing papers around the two theoretical frameworks of
social identity theory and philanthropic mirroring. The focus of Chapter 3 is the methods in the
research design and the use of a qualitative research method approach in the data analysis.
Chapter 4 is the results of the data generated from the qualitative interviews. Chapter 5 discusses
the findings and offers conclusions gained from the research, possible applications of this
research in higher education, and areas of future research.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
The objective of this dissertation is to understand the specific engagement strategies used
in alumni relations that engage alumni on a more concentric basis and that motivate alumni to
make a gift to support a university’s fundraising objectives. This chapter reviews the academic
literature on the research topic of alumni giving, the importance of the student experience on the
alumni relationship with the school, and the application of an alumni affinity marketing strategy.

Theoretical Framework
The background search for this dissertation identified a few academic theories to be
applied to the study of alumni engagement and alumni affinity. The alumni engagement
component is vital to understand since research shows it is an important part of the alumni
relationship with the institution. The affinity segmentation strategy is a growing strategy alumni
relations offices are using in higher education to engage alumni on a more personalized basis.
Social Identity (Tafjel & Turner, 1986) and Philanthropic Mirroring (Drezner, 2017)
theories can be applied to the importance of alumni engagement and alumni giving. These
theories provide preliminary research to explore more about the social influences on donors and
the behavior of alumni in higher education. A person’s sense of self is tied to social groups to
which they belong (Tafjel & Turner, 1986). The role of social identity has been applied to a
variety of studies (Mael & Ashforth, 1992) to understand how individuals connect to one another
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and to organizations they belong. Philanthropic Mirroring expands on the role of social identity
to personalize the identity of the alumni with the institution. This theory supports the concept
that donors see a reflection of themselves in the person(s) they support and are more compelled
to make a gift or even increase their current giving (Drezner, 2017).

Social Identity Theory
Social identity theory is one of several theories that can be attributed to the importance of
alumni affinity groups as they relate to alumni engagement and giving. Alumni have a social
identity in one or more ways with their alma mater. Social identity is referenced often in the
literature since it has applications with several methods to group people together. Researchers
(Drezner, 2018, Stephenson & Bell, 2014, Mann 2007) gathered data and analysis to connect this
important psychological theory to the study of alumni relations and to the study of alumni
engagement. Mael and Ashforth (1992) examined the role social identity theory and
organizational identity play in influence the school has on the behavior of alumni groups.
Noted scholar, Hogg, conducted research with social identity that this dissertation seeks
to understand if it applies with the alumni affinity concept. Alumni are unique individuals with
unique experiences that occurred over a set period of time, but these individuals and experiences
are also shared among groups of people from various time periods. For example, a student in the
marching band in the 1970s had their own unique experience but still has a shared social identity
with a graduate from the 1990s who was also in the marching band. The shared on-campus
experience is the social identity that alumni share that transcends graduation year and other
alumni attributes.
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The College Experience
Each college or university is unique. There are no two schools exactly the same, but there
are some academic and cultural aspects common among all schools, except those exclusively
online. This research is focused on the “brick and mortar” college experience. Each school has a
student experience composed of two primary systems: the academic system and the social
system (Gaier, 2005). The opportunities vary by the size of the school, and many experiences are
shared by alumni across multiple generations.
There are a variety of campus experiences and even cultures that are unique to a specific
campus and create a sense of identity. These can build a bond between alumni and the school
during the student’s on-campus experience and further as an alumnus (Baade & Sundberg,
1996). These formative experiences during the time on campus can contribute to the individual’s
social identity and impact the relationship alumni have with the school. The opportunity for
students to become involved in myriad activities and organizations is designed to enrich a
student’s college experience. The academic experience is paramount and a fundamental part of
the attainment of a college degree, but the student experience is what defines their college
experience (McAlexander & Koenig, 2001).
Higher education has a mission to provide a high-quality academic program that enables
students to obtain a degree that will support their future career. The industry experienced a shift
over the past 30 years in the financial support of their mission. The public sector of higher
education has seen significant declines in state funding in education. This important funding shift
resulted in schools seeking new funding sources to offset this loss (Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995).
Outside state funding, two- and four-year public schools rely heavily on tuition and philanthropy
to maintain the financial stability of their institution. (McDearmon & Shirley, 2009)
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The financial crisis of 2008 had a direct impact on an increased motivation for people to
enroll in college to secure employment (Aronson, 2017). Since the Great Recession, the pursuit
of the dream of a college degree has also become more costly to the average consumer. The
increases in tuition have exceeded the Consumer Price Index (CPI) (Gottfried & Johnson, 2006).
The price index for the cost to attend college has increased more than 80 percent over the past
decade (Allenby, 2014). The increase in the cost of attendance in higher education was necessary
for schools to generate the necessary revenue to maintain and grow their academic offerings to
students (Tom & Elmber, 1994). This impacts the attitude of alumni to give back and can
influence if they even choose to become involved as alumni.
The cost associated with a college degree, for many students, will be the largest expense
they will incur in their lifetime (Gottfried & Johnson, 2006). The increases in tuition and other
school expenses has resulted in more college graduates leaving school with record levels of
student debt generated while pursuing their undergraduate degree (Aronson, 2016; McDearmon
& Shirley, 2009). This leaves recent graduates with less of a values-based attitude than alumni
from prior generations. Older graduates see a value in their education and this attitude motivates
them to make a gift. Many recent alumni are struggling to pay off their student loans and do not
have the discretionary income to give back to their alma mater (Human, 2013).
Alumni Giving
The student experience and the academic program collectively create the college
environment. This combination provides an intimate experience for each student and creates an
influence on alumni giving (Baade & Sundberg, 1996). The fundraising process in higher
education can be complicated and challenging (McAlexander et al., 2016). The donor
environment in higher education is different compared to the larger non-profit sector. Alumni
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arrive at the school as a consumer while enrolled as a student, but upon graduation take on the
role of donor (Wastyn, 2009). There is a cycle to the alumni and institution relationship (Gallo,
2012). The school raises money based on their fiscal year and solicits gifts from alumni as part of
this annual cycle. This process starts as soon as the alumnus graduates. Each year alumni are
asked to support their alma mater through giving opportunities such as unrestricted giving,
department-specific support, athletic or academic programs, scholarship support, and other
critical needs.
Alumni represent 26 percent of the overall funding colleges and universities received in
2018 (CASE, 2019). The future financial success of a college or university is largely based on
the involvement and financial support of the school’s alumni (Gallo, 2013). Alumni giving
provides financial support for scholarships, building projects, the student experience, and for
future long-term strategic planning. Outside the financial impact to the school, alumni giving is
used as a factor for calculating national school rankings (Gottfried & Johnson, 2006). Alumni
participation in giving is used to calculate rankings in the coveted annual U.S. News and World
Report college rankings (Lara & Johnson, 2013). These rankings are an important factor in
marketing and recruitment. If a school’s alumni participation in the university’s alumni giving
program is low, it can negatively impact the rankings of the school in the U.S. News & World
Report college rankings (Allenby, 2014).
The national average alumni participation rate for alumni giving is 9 percent (Allenby,
2014). This represents a decline in alumni participation of more than 50 percent in the last 20
years (Allenby, 2014). Many colleges and universities, both public and private, experienced a
drop-off with alumni support during the financial crisis in 2008 and have struggled to regain
their pre-recession participation rates (Aronson, 2016). The catalyst for this dissertation research
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is based on the reality that the percentage of alumni giving to their university’s annual
fundraising campaigns continues to be on a decline or flat to prior years (McDearmon & Shirley,
2006). See Figure 3 for more information. There is not one reason that can be attributed to the
decline, but alumni and advancement professionals are mindful of the importance of alumni
giving in their strategic planning.

Alumni Participation 1997-2017
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Figure 3: Alumni Participation Rates (CASE, 2019)
The alumni participation rate might sound low, especially when considering public
universities with large student enrollments. The reality for larger schools is they must work
aggressively to maintain their alumni participation rates while graduating larger classes and
managing the attrition that occurs when existing donors become lapsed annual donors. Schools
must motivate many recent graduates to make a gift to the university’s annual campaign in order
to help maintain participation rates.
The tradition of annual alumni events and class reunion events are no longer as relevant
to alumni (Levitz, 2015). Alumni relationships extend beyond multiple alumni graduation years
and across a variety of on-campus experiences. The identity of being from a specific class is not
13

as meaningful to an alumnus as in the past. In fact, the year of graduation for an alumnus has a
low impact on the relationship-building process between the university and the alumni
(McAlexander & Koenig, 2011).
Young alumni who make a gift want to know their gift has value and impact. The
Millennial alumni segment does not respond to the same acknowledgement and social status
methods used in past donor recognition programs (Bingham et al., 2002). They want to know
their donation makes a difference. They are less interested in traditional donor recognition tactics
such as donor walls or donor listings. These psychological and psychographic changes require an
advancement office to re-evaluate how they reach out to the larger alumni donor base. The gift
process is no longer a “one size fits all” approach. Fundraising professionals and campus
administration must be willing to explore new ways to segment the alumni database to reach
alumni in the way they want to be engaged and asked to support the school (Gallo, 2012).
The Role of Alumni Affairs & Advancement
A college or university’s department of alumni affairs plays an important role in the
building of a long-term alumni relationship and offers alumni a central point of contact to create
a level of engagement with the larger alumni population (Weerts & Ronca, 2009). The primary
role of alumni affairs is to engage alumni in relationship building and create an overall positive
alumni experience.
Institutions of higher education have made considerable investments in staff and
operational resources devoted to fundraising activities. See Figure 4 for information. The Office
of Advancement is primarily the office responsible for development and donor relations (Gallo,
2013). Many schools align alumni relations within the Office of Advancement to be more
strategic and purposeful about cultivating alumni and soliciting gifts from them to support the
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university. Overall, the Office of Advancement plays a critical role in building and maintaining
relationships with alumni and other donors to the school (Gallo, 2012). This role is important
with assisting alumni with their social identity with the school.
Other

Advancement Staff Functions
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7%
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Events
Marketing & Communications

13%
14%
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4%
Alumni Relations
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15%
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Figure 4: Advancement Staff Functions (CASE, 2018)
Research finds staff size has a direct correlation to alumni engagement and to alumni
giving. The larger the staff size then the more of an increase there will be in the total amount of
money raised (Proper et al., 2009). This is why the leadership in advancement and alumni
relations work in tandem to develop strategies for outreach to solicit financial support from
alumni and request their involvement in the life of the institution.
Higher education has relied heavily on the support of alumni giving (Northfell et al.,
2015), but now the role of alumni support is more critical to support scholarship programs to
offset tuition increases (Gottfried & Johnson, 2006), provide needed building projects, and even
support unrestricted giving to meet unplanned needs a school might incur during an academic
year (McAlexander et al., 2009).
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For alumni to be solicited for a gift, there must be trained staff to build and cultivate the
alumni relationship on behalf of the institution. The process of finding and cultivating alumni
donor relationships is a critical and important role for advancement and alumni affairs
professionals (Weerts & Ronca, 2009). Once donor prospects are identified, fundraisers must
find ways to motivate the donor to make a gift. The growing need for additional funding in
higher education has required advancement and alumni affairs offices to be more strategic in
their efforts to find alumni who will make a gift (Weerts & Ronca, 2009).
The fundraising responsibilities for a college or university are not just limited to
advancement and alumni affairs professionals on campus. The responsibility for fundraising now
falls on a number of campus constituents, including the administration, board of trustees, and
faculty working with their development offices on campus-wide fundraising strategies (Okunade
& Berl, 1997). In fact, university presidents spend a large part of their time traveling to meet
with alumni and other prospective donors (Proper et al., 2009).
Universities now include fundraising as a core part of their strategic planning process.
The earlier mentioned decline in state budget support and an increase in operational costs
required administrators and board members at public universities to evaluate their fundraising
efforts and alumni engagement methods. The public institution for much of its existence
benefited from the support of the state legislature allocations from the state budget (Bruggink &
Siddigui, 1995). As federal and other funding sources decreased and costs increased, universities
have relied on alumni to help offset the costs or provide additional funding to help offset tuition
costs for students (Gottfried & Johnson, 2006). These issues have resulted in the prioritization of
campaign fundraising in higher education (Proper et al., 2009).
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The new normal in higher education fundraising campaigns is that traditional annual
giving appeals have expanded from systematic annual campaigns to support the annual fund to
more complex and long-term, comprehensive fundraising campaigns that place emphasis on
funding needs across campus by soliciting long-term gift commitments from larger gifts. The
multi-year, multi-million-dollar campaigns have expanded the donor base to include more
corporate and foundation gifts to colleges and universities (CASE, 2019; Allenby, 2014). For
multi-million-dollar campaigns to be successful, schools have relied on what many refer to as
“mega-gifts” made by individuals to build momentum in a campaign. These mega-gifts of $1
million and above are helping schools reach campaign targets, but the concern by advancement
and alumni affairs professionals is those gifts might only be a one-time gift an alumnus or
corporation makes during their lifetime or during the tenure of their relationship with the school.
This trend has resulted in schools relying more on the mega-gift and less on the individual
alumni gift. The mega-gift might have a large impact on a campus, but it is not as sustainable a
gift as the smaller, individual annual alumni gift (Allenby, 2014).
The research shows despite the growth and success of large multi-million-dollar
campaigns, schools experienced a decline in the number of alumni giving back to the school
(McDearmon & Shirley, 2009). The challenge for campus administrators is not only to find new
and creative ways to keep alumni engaged during a multi-year campaign, but also to keep alumni
engaged and committed during their lifetime (Harrison, 1995).
Social Identity Motivates Giving
The motivation behind an alumni gift and even overall alumni giving behavior is based
on the alumni’s identity with the university (Tom & Elmer, 1994). Alumni identify with the
school where they attended or graduated. Their experience or specific events during their college
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career can create this identity (Tom & Elmer, 1994). The unique characteristics of a university
define the school, environment, faculty, and even the students. These are used to position the
institution and impact alumni giving (Baade & Sundberg, 1996).
The literature explains that student experiences are important factors in influencing
alumni giving (Sun et al., 2007). There are many student experiences that could influence alumni
at a later time to make a gift, but there needs to be a framework for identifying which student
engagement opportunities on campus will impact future alumni engagement that resonates with
alumni from their time on campus (Rau & Erin 2015). Volkwein (2010) confirms in his alumni
giving research that schools should collect a broad range of information that covers a student’s
college and post-collegiate experiences. Campus administrators and board leaders should be
aware of the importance the student experience plays in creating a social identity with alumni
that can influence alumni to support the university in the future (Weerts & Ronca, 2008).
The relationship with the alumnus actually begins while the person is a student. Due to
the importance of alumni relationship building, university leadership must understand the
identity and role of alumni does not begin at graduation, but rather begins while as a student and
should be considered an important part of the overall student experience (McAlexander &
Koenig, 2001). The better the experience then the more likely those alumni will make a gift to
the university (Sun et al., 2007).
The research speaks to several motivating reasons alumni give back to their alma mater.
There are even generational influences, as well as the influence of how altruistic and loyal
alumni feel about their school when they consider making a gift (Mann, 2007). The literature
referenced the Volkwein Theory (2010) in regards to alumni giving research as a theory in
exploring the motivation behind an alumni gift. This presents alumni giving as a desirable
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outcome. Alumni give because of their capacity and motivation to give (Volkwein, 2010). The
Alumni Giving Model examines a variety of traditional demographics to assist in the
identification of prospective alumni donors and some of the identified possible motivations
behind their gift (Volkwein, 2010). A university can use this model of giving to educate the
campus community on the importance of some of these factors, including initial motivators such
as faculty and the academic experience that can lead alumni to later be motivated to make a gift
(Volkwein, 2010).

Figure 5: Excerpt from Volkwein Model of Alumni Giving (Volkwein, 2010)
The literature also makes clear a few reasons alumni do not make a gift. Alumni inform
schools they would contribute a gift, but do not always understand the need or see the direct
impact of their gift (Mann, 2007). Watsyn (2009) found that a primary reason alumni were not
motivated to make a gift is because they had a misperception about how a gift would support the
university. This supports the importance of consistent and descriptive alumni communications.
The process of soliciting gifts from alumni is critical to the fundraising process and to the
long-term success of alumni giving. It is not surprising to learn there is a direct correlation
between alumni who are solicited for gifts and a higher level of alumni giving (Gottfried &
Johnson, 2006). Donor recognition is a standard stewardship practice where donors are
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acknowledged for their gift in a highly visible way on campus or in alumni publications
(Bingham et al., 2012). The acknowledgment programs vary based on the amount of money an
alumnus gives, but the use of publicly thanking a donor has a direct impact on the size of the gift
and future giving.
One way to motivate alumni to give a gift is to allow them to choose where their gift will
be allocated and how it will be used. Restricted giving has not been a large part of the research in
general (McDearmon, 2010). The research reveals that alumni who benefited as a recipient of a
scholarship or other financial support during their college career are more motivated to make a
gift (Bae et al., 2016). These alumni do not need to be convinced of the school’s need for
funding. These alumni had a direct experience with the impact of a donor gift and understand the
assistance it provided them in achieving their college degree.
The alumni constituency with graduation years prior to 1980 identifies their college
experience with specific class years and are faithful to attend college homecoming and reunion
events. This same demographic also has a higher altruistic feeling about giving back (Mann,
2007). One of the reasons is because alumni consider their college degree a good value and want
to show their appreciation for the education they received (Allenby, 2014). There is also
psychological evidence that explains how alumni have a positive feeling that a strong annual
giving program builds more prestige and value in the degree awarded by the school (Allenby,
2014).
Since there are various ways to ask for and steward a gift, it makes it difficult to find just
a few strategies that will support a larger population of alumni donors. This requires the
advancement office to know their donors well and know how they want to be asked for a gift and
how best to steward the gift.
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Donor Data Segmentation
Alumni offices maintain an alumni profile on each graduate in the database. The profile
is comprised of personal and demographic information the alumni office uses to target alumni
group opportunities (Bae et al., 2016). The same primary demographic factors used by many
marketers to segment consumers are also used in managing alumni databases. The alumni
database is comprised of primary data the schools keep on record for each alumnus such as
traditional demographics of age, major, address, employer, etc., but it also includes data from
secondary sources. The secondary data can provide additional data to better identify alumni with
certain income and a possible capacity to make larger gifts. The data provides an advancement
office with the knowledge of what other charities the alumnus supports. If an alumnus is
supporting other charities, then they are better targets for a gift to the university (Mann, 2007).
Volkwein (2010) created a predictor model to assist fundraisers in identifying prospective
alumni donors by using some primary demographics used by marketing professionals in a forprofit environment. It does not explore the factors related to specific student experiences. Alumni
donors need to be segmented by their characteristics to help target how best to motivate alumni
to make a gift to support the university or a specific campus program (Weerts & Ronca, 2009).
There are multiple ways to segment alumni data for solicitations, but one of the least-used
methods is a segmentation based on social identities. The challenge and reason for not using this
segmentation strategy is the lack of good demographic data on alumni to help craft this
solicitation strategy (Drezner, 2018).
Relationship Building
The idea of alumni engagement traditionally starts at graduation. As noted earlier, this
new approach by alumni relations is to start building relationships with students during their

21

college career (Mann, 2007). If a student understands the impact of philanthropy while they are
still a student, then they will have more of a desire for reciprocity and will want to give back to
help other students (Weerts & Ronca, 2009). Students, especially those with more diverse
backgrounds, begin to align themselves together in groups during college (Levitz, 2015). These
relationships develop a social identity and continue after graduation. They provide an alumni
office with a path to learn what affinity formed while a student was in school to begin the
engagement process.
In order to build the alumni relationship, there must be a central point of contact at the
school. This is where alumni relations and alumni affairs offices serve an important role. The
formal alumni association connects alumni back to the school. One of the important results of the
alumni association is the direct correlation it plays with alumni giving. There is an inverse
relationship between the alumni association and alumni giving. Graduates who join an alumni
association are more likely to make a gift to the university. The reverse is also true when
graduates make gifts to the university. They are more likely to become a member of the alumni
association (Newman, 2011). This does not apply to all alumni. The research shows younger
alumni are less likely to pay a fee to join the alumni association. In place, they want to connect
and re-connect with peers involved in similar campus life activities (Mann, 2007). This further
connects the importance of an affinity-based platform to create engagement among young alumni
and the identity they have with the school.
The alumni association structure has a geographic component to it that enables the staff
to reach more alumni because they are grouped together in geographic locations. The alumni
chapter can be a baseline entry for alumni engagement, regardless of where the alumni is located.
Geography can be a challenge for alumni engagement, but that is one of the reasons alumni
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affairs are many times strategically located together with advancement. Alumni do not always
live close to the school and need more purposeful outreach. Advancement and alumni affairs
work together to strategize their gift solicitation efforts and alumni events (Bruggnik & Siddiqui,
1995).
Alumni Satisfaction
It was noted earlier by Watsyn (2009) the role of alumni can be compared to that of a
consumer in a traditional marketplace. Industries dedicate resources on research to ensure a
positive customer satisfaction with their product or service. The psychology of satisfaction is
relevant in the research of alumni giving and alumni engagement. There is a direct connection
with alumni supporting their alma mater based on their satisfaction with their college experience
and in general with their overall satisfaction with the university (Clotfelter, 2002). In fact, alumni
who had a positive experience will be more likely to respond to gift appeals and solicitations by
the university (Baade & Sundberg, 1996). The perceived quality by an alumnus with their
college experience can impact both engagement and giving. The quality of the undergraduate
experience for alumni is a predictor variable to whether alumni will choose to volunteer or not
with the university (Weerts & Ronca, 2008). Another key influencer with the level of alumni
satisfaction is the relationship the student had with faculty and staff. Alumni who developed
relationships with faculty and staff during their undergraduate careers have a higher level of
satisfaction with the university (Sun et al., 2007).
Arnett, German, and Hunt (2003) found in their research with relationship marketing and
non-profits that even if alumni had a negative student experience they could still develop a
strong identity with the school because of friendships and relationships from their time in school.
This is where an alumni affinity group connects alumni who might otherwise not be engaged
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with the school and ultimately leads them to be more involved in the larger alumni association
programs. Gaier (2005) recommended additional research be applied to learn more about the
satisfaction alumni had with the undergraduate social system, which would be considered any
out-of-class experiences.
Alumni Engagement
The word engagement is a common reference in consumer marketing. This metric is
important for marketers to measure customer loyalty or frequent purchase behavior (Hollebeek,
2011). The literature discusses the important role social exchange theory plays with customer
engagement. This theory is used to predict that consumers desire a reciprocity with others based
on their experience (Hollebeek, 2011). Engagement in the marketplace is typically referenced
with customer or employee engagement. The higher education industry connects engagement to
the student and to alumni. Regardless of the environmental reference, engagement is seen as a
highly interactional experience (Hollebeek, 2011). There is research exclusive to student
engagement, but the basis of much of this dissertation research is from an academic engagement
perspective. There is growing research with the student engagement experience and includes
social and cultural moments that impact the overall college experience (Rau & Erwin, 2015).
Alumni engagement is a derivative of the student engagement experience. The Council
for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) launched a special task force in 2016 to
better understand alumni engagement. The Alumni Engagement Metrics Task Force is a part of
the CASE Commission on Alumni Relations that was created to address the need for an industry
framework to measure alumni engagement. CASE reports, “The creation of the Task Force was
the culmination of a decade-long discussion within the profession on the topic of alumni
engagement metrics” (CASE, 2018). The recent emphasis on alumni engagement by the
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industry’s leading authority on alumni giving indicates the importance this subject has in higher
education.
CASE defines alumni engagement as “activities that are valued by alumni, build enduring
and mutually beneficial relationships, inspire loyalty and financial support, strengthen the
institution’s reputation and involve alumni in meaningful activities to advance the institution’s
mission” (CASE, 2019). See Figure 6 for additional engagement definitions.

Alumni Engagement Terms
Philanthropic

Volunteer

Experiential

Communication

Financial support
meaningful to the
donor and also
support the school’s
mission and strategic
goals.

Formally defined by
the organization and
rewarding volunteer
roles that are
endorsed and valued
by the school.

Meaningful
experiences that
inspire alumni. They
are valued by the
school, promote the
mission, celebrate
achievements, and
strengthen the
school’s reputation

Interactive,
meaningful, and
informative
communication that
supports the school’s
missions, as well as
strategic goals and
overall reputation.

Figure 6: Alumni Engagement Study (CASE, 2019)
There is a clear connection between the student experience and engagement with the
university. McDearmon’s (2010) research on alumni giving is focused on student-related
experiences. Alumni want future students to have a positive school experience. This result might
be based on the satisfaction of the alumni’s student experience while in school. Gaier (2005)
found that alumni who participated in at least one official student activity, while as an
undergraduate student, were 87 percent more likely to make a gift and 154 percent more likely to
participate in alumni activities.
The research also reveals to leadership in alumni affairs and advancement offices the
importance of involving alumni who are also involved in the larger community. Weerts and
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Ronca (2008) found alumni donors who volunteered were also likely to be more service-oriented
and civic-minded. This can help an administrator understand that an alumni donor might want to
be involved, but there are possibly other non-profits the alumnus supports with their time or
finances. This makes the alumni engagement strategy that much more important as a foundation
to the alumni relationship.
Weerts and Ronca (2007) in their research found that student engagement in college does
not always turn alumni into donors and volunteers to the institution. They found that even
inactive alumni had a positive student experience both academically and socially, as did those
who were active alumni. This is confirmed by Lara and Johnson (2013) in their research that
alumni who were active students on campus did not always convert to become active alumni.
This reinforces the importance of cultivating the student and future alumni relationship early and
creating a culture of giving, even while a student is enrolled in school.
One of the strategies for alumni engagement involves communication with alumni about
the university. The number of times alumni are contacted is positively correlated to their giving
(Levin, 2008). Watsyn (2009) found one of the best ways to motivate an alumni non-donor to
make a gift is to make a gift appeal that is more personalized with narratives that describe the
non-donor’s college experience. Non-donors are likely to make a gift when they are presented
with information that resonated with their college experience and social identity. This emotional
appeal helps alumni non-donors see how they could help a student on campus today with their
gift.
A primary marketing communication tool used in building alumni relations is the alumni
magazine. This is found to be a useful tool, as is a newsletter, to effectively communicate with
alumni about campus needs and engagement opportunities (Levine, 2008). The alumni magazine
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provides a platform to remind alumni about their social identity with the school. The literature
found that the more times an alumni magazine is sent over time to alumni then the more positive
impact it has on alumni giving to the annual fund (Levine, 2008).
Frequency should be monitored as a part of a strategic communication plan with building
relationships with alumni and engaging them back to campus. It was even found to be important
with gift solicitations. The more times an annual fund appeal was sent to alumni the more it
impacted the amount of the gifts that were raised, but it did not impact the alumni participation
rate (Levine, 2008).

Philanthropic Mirroring
One of the strongest theories that supports alumni affinity strategies is based on a
philanthropic theory where an individual makes a gift based on the donor sees themselves in the
“mirror” reflection of the person they are supporting. Philanthropic Mirroring has a particularly
strong application to the alumni affinity research since it directly connects alumni to students on
campus who are involved in the same organizations and experiences as they were as a student.
Research from Drezner (2018) reveals alumni will make a gift if the school can create a mirrored
experience that allows alumni to see themselves in the same situation as the student. For
example, alumni might be willing to support a scholarship gift appeal since they were also a
scholarship recipient while a student.
Philanthropic Mirroring was established from research by Noah Drezner (2018) and built
on the alumni giving concept. The theory has applications that can be applied to individuals in a
variety of social situations. Philanthropic mirroring can be used to help decrease the social
distance between the alumni donors and the student recipients. See Figure 7. This research can
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be used to engage and reengage alumni using affinity groups to group alumni together and more
closely connect them back to the current student experience (Drezner, 2018).

Figure 7: Philanthropic Mirroring Theory (Drezner, 2018)
Research by Drezner (2017) reveals identity can impact philanthropic giving by the
following: identity creates a sense of collective, an interdependence drives prosocial behaviors,
and people are more sympathetic toward those who are closer to them. Prior data supports
alumni donor engagement based on solicitations to alumni that focus on merit and needs-based
for student support with the identity-based motivation theory, but less research is available on the
use of social identities utilized in alumni data segmentation (Drezner, 2017). There is little
research on how alumni affinity groups can support the social identity theory to support annual
giving. Alumni relations professionals in the industry assume there is a correlation with certain
alumni affinity groups and an increase in alumni engagement, but there is insufficient evidence
to show what specific affinity is the most effective at connecting with alumni. The research from
this dissertation research is valuable to alumni relations and advancement professionals in their
annual planning process to decide how best to allocate resources to help them meet their
fundraising goals.
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Philanthropy
Donor empathy plays an important role in the fundraising process (Drezner, 2017).
Drezner (2017) finds donors use philanthropy to express their values and beliefs. If alumni are
engaged with the needs on campus that align with their values and beliefs and create an
empathetic awareness of the student needs, then the stronger the support can be for alumni
philanthropy (Bingham et al., 2002). A school should not wait until after graduation to create this
empathy among alumni. The undergraduate experience helps form a student’s future view on
philanthropy and giving back to the university. The importance of philanthropy is a value
developed even while at school (Rau & Erwin, 2015). The research affirms university
administrators should be aware of the importance the student experience plays in predicting if
alumni will see the university as a place to make charitable gifts in the future (Weerts & Ronca,
2009).
Alumni Affinity Groups
Alumni relationships with each other are important for career development and
professional advancement, as well as future social experiences. The importance of the social
experiences an alumnus had while a student continues for many years after graduating and
continue to be important relationships for alumni (Stuart et al., 2011). It is this relationship
aspect that alumni affairs professionals want to expand on with alumni affinity groups as a
method to motivate alumni giving and participation in alumni programs (Gallo, 2012)
Georgia Tech Alumni Association Affinity Groups

Professional

Cultural/
Special
Interest

Campus/
Academic

Figure 8: Example of an Affinity Groups (gtalumni.org)
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Alumni affinity is defined as “subjective preferences connected to the institution that can
develop before graduation and be cultivated beyond” (Gallo 2012). The affinity group strategy
takes alumni databases and engage smaller groups of alumni based on their shared college
experiences (Gallo, 2012). The challenge with advancement and alumni affairs professionals is
they have minimal information about the specific affinity an alumnus has with the institution
(McAlexander et al., 2016). This is one of the driving forces for this dissertation research. One of
the research goals is to learn more about specific alumni affinity connections alumni have with a
school and how they identify with that affinity and the institution after graduation.
The alumni must first engage and connect with the school based on an identity they have
with the school. Graduates place value on their college experiences and even use those
opportunities as important listings on their resumes. It depends on the experience, but some
experiences are an important part of a person’s sense of identity for many years after graduation,
if not for a lifetime (Stuart et al., 2011). Once the alumnus builds a relationship within their
affinity group, then the expectation is a greater likelihood of giving will occur with the
university. See Figure 9.
An important part of the fundraising process is segmenting homogeneous groups of
alumni into sub-groups to help define better donor prospects (Taylor & Martin, 1995). This leads
to a reason alumni affinity research is helpful in determining what those groups are. An alumni
affinity group is an informal or formal group of alumni that have a shared connection with the
college or university where they graduated. The affinity group provides the alumni office with
better alumni data to be used for more customized outreach and gift solicitations (Mann, 2007).
The communication sent to alumni can be segmented by alumni groups and establish and expand
affinity with the school and the alumni association (McAlexander et al., 2016).
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Affinity

Engagement

Support

Alumni Cohort:

Alumni Cohort:

Alumni Cohort:

Alumni Cohort:

Pre-graduation
(students) and
recent graduates

Graduates and
beyond (might be
for life)

Prompted by
milestones (25-year
reunion) or selfserving

Established,
something to give
back

Student/graduate
involvement to meet
qualification criteria
and immediate life
needs.

Little alumni
involvement with
alma mater.

Stages: Affiliation

Alumni activity
level: pro-active

Alumni involvement
with alma mater for
own benefit.

Alumni activity
level: inactive or
reactive

High altruistic
alumni involvement.
Alumni activity
level: interactive

Alumni activity
level: active

Figure 9: Alumni Affiliation, Affinity, Engagement and Support (Gallo, 2013)
Taylor and Martin (1995) confirmed this strategy in their research when they found one
of the best engagement methods with alumni is special-interest groups. This shows alumni have
a desire to be involved in the university after graduation and need to find a place to be involved.
The challenge with conducting research on alumni affinity is many schools lack affinity data
specific to individual alumni as a part of their larger database. It is not just the groups for which
an alumnus might have an affinity, but even more important which affinity has the strongest
bond with that individual alumnus and the university (McAlexander et al., 2016).
Alumni affinity groups are also used to bring alumni together where geography is a
barrier to engagement. The distance from campus shows to be a positive factor in alumni giving.
Alumni who live further away from campus tend to be better alumni donors (Lara & Johnson,
2013). This research could be useful to advancement and alumni affairs professionals where
alumni affinity groups can be the conduit to connect distant alumni with more targeted
approaches. This can make it easier to connect and engage an alumnus back to campus.
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Colleges and universities place an emphasis on finding new methods to engage alumni
and build long-term relationships. The literature shows prior experience with geographic-specific
and formal alumni association programs, but higher education is using more strategic ways to
engage a larger group of alumni (Lara & Johnson, 2013). A long-standing and successful gift
solicitation strategy to create a more personal appeal is a donor-centric focused gift ask (Drezner,
2017). The donor-centric strategies are expanding beyond class year and major. This growing
segmentation method is used by alumni relations professionals to speak to alumni who are
connected to or actively involved in one of the alumni affinity groups. This strategy seeks to
engage alumni on a more personal basis and to build deeper relationships that will directly
influence alumni giving. The core of this strategy is based on alumni grouped together by shared
experiences and connecting them back to their time on campus. The donor-centric method allows
the philanthropic mirroring method to be applied by helping those alumni in the affinity groups
to see themselves in the students on campus today who are involved in the same experience.
An affinity group allows an alumnus to become involved in a group(s) they feel they
have more of a personal connection and likely have existing relationships with other alumni
(Gallo, 2012). These peer-to-peer engagements allow a university to connect on a more personal
basis with their alumni population. Some groups with historical success tend to be groups with
more diverse backgrounds that create a strong community among the alumni while they were
students (Levitz, 2015). The other successful affinity groups are organizations with larger student
involvement, such as the marching band, athletics, fraternities, sororities, minority groups, and
other student life organizations with a broad demographic appeal (Bae et al., 2016; Mann, 2007).
Rau and Erwin (2015) also found an effective engagement technique with affinity groups is to
involve existing alumni programs that are specific to their time on campus. Their predictive
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model shows that alumni connected with an affinity group will make a gift. The research does
not show which specific student engagement is best to motivate a gift.
The affinity groups can be formally created in coordination with the alumni office and
have more structured roles and guidelines. An informal group would be self-directed and
supported by the alumni office with support operations and outreach. The membership of the
affinity groups is expected to create a stronger engagement in the alumni association and
ultimately will influence increased donations from existing donors or a new gift from first-time
donors.
Affinity Segmentation Strategy
The larger marketing profession understands the value and importance of a strong
segmentation strategy to reach consumers with effective marketing campaigns (McAlexander et
al., 2016). Marketing seeks to create long-term customer engagement that is achieved by
successful segmentation strategies to reach consumers. This will be the same driving force that
will provide long-term sustainability and longevity in higher education with alumni engagement
and alumni giving.
In order for the alumni database segmentation to find homogeneous groups related to the
student experience, alumni affairs must find consistent ways to maintain and update the alumni
database. The challenge with alumni data is the volume of information needed on each alumnus
and the ability for a limited staff to properly maintain the database (Drezner, 2018). The alumni
office relies on individual alumni to self-report any updated personal information. The challenge
for many schools is maintaining an updated database and as a result is a reason many schools
have not utilized an alumni affinity segmentation strategy (Drezner, 2018).
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The affinity strategy provides the alumni staff with opportunities to gather information
from actively involved alumni about their student experience (Gallo, 2013). A small liberal arts
college might have an alumni database of several thousands. A larger state university will have
an alumni database with hundreds of thousands of alumni. The age of the school and student
population have a direct correlation with the alumni database size. Regardless of the size of the
database, there is a need for data segmentation. When alumni donors are segmented into
homogeneous groups, then the school can better use target marketing tactics to reach them
(Durango-Cohen et al., 2013). The proper use of a segmentation strategy can help add capacity to
the work of a limited staff. If alumni affairs and advancement staffs invest in alumni
segmentation strategies, they can better utilize their limited resources and time to reach a larger
alumni population of existing and prospective donors (McAlexander et al., 2016).
The use of updated data segmentation is used to create more customized direct mail and
electronic communication with alumni. This becomes increasingly more important with the
alumni affinity groups. The affinity group wants to hear from the university during the year, so
communication from the alumni office needs to be strategic and targeted to keep donors engaged
and informed (Mann, 2007). Alumni segmentation strategies are mindful of age and generational
differences, but also must be cognitive of the specific needs of these groups (McAlexander et al.,
2016).
The best segmentation is one that can customize the gift solicitations and alumni
programs that target specific groups of alumni (McAlexander et al., 2016). This research
indicates the need for alumni affinity data and alumni programs to connect alumni back to their
student experience and to make the alumni experience more meaningful and personal. A
traditional way to engage alumni in giving has been with reunion and class year programs that
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invite alumni back to campus for special events surrounding a thematic event or a class year
reunion. The participation in these events has declined in recent years. The trends with alumni
relations show younger alumni no longer identify with a specific class. Alumni identify with
other alumni based on their shared experiences in college (McAlexander & Koenig, 2001). A
college student today identifies with their involvement in a wide array of extracurricular
opportunities (Baade & Sundberg, 1996). This involvement can be specific to their major or can
involve leadership roles in student government or volunteering with organizations that support a
student’s hobby (Levitz, 2015). A student organization can become a sub-set of the larger student
population and connect a student during their college experience and later as an alumnus (Sun et
al., 2007). See Figure 10. The bond an alumnus has with the university is heavily influenced by
the experiences they had during school (McAlexander & Koenig, 2001).

Figure 10: Alumni Giving Decision Model (Sun et al,. 2007)
To engage alumni and influence their charitable giving, colleges and universities are
segmenting alumni data for customized opportunities for alumni involvement (Rau & Erwin,
2015). Alumni offices are creating alumni affinity groups to segment alumni together based on
shared college experiences. These specialized groups of alumni first must engage with the
university and then with each other (Gallo, 2012). Then the advancement and alumni offices
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reach out to these affinity groups with a more strategic and thoughtful approach about a gift
solicitation. The more customized the outreach and the more relevant it is to the alumnus’s
campus connection, the greater the likelihood they will make a gift (Mann, 2007).
An effective method to communicate to alumni about giving is with personalized gift
solicitations, especially those that make a strong case for the need and the greatest impact the gift
will have on campus (Bingham et al., 2002). Advancement offices need to engage an alumni
donor’s whole self in gift solicitations. This relationship approach to fundraising can be one of
the more effective ways to connect with alumni (Drezner, 2018). The literature reveals the
success of developing alumni communications and events that are more concentric to the alumni
experience (Drezner, 2018).
Advancement directors and their marketing counterparts create outreach tactics that target
alumni groups with messages that connect alumni with a group identity based on their
association to the school (Stephenson & Bell, 2014). As mentioned earlier, a person’s identity
can be developed by the social groups they consider themselves a part. An individual can form a
strong bond and a psychological connection to this group. The communication sent to alumni can
be segmented by these groups and use the affinity as the connector between the school and the
alumni association (McAlexander et al., 2016). Philanthropic Mirroring helps support this
communication strategy by creating messages for alumni around their campus experience that
speak to them directly and connect them back to an experience they can see themselves
participating in while in school.
Alumni are interested in what to support and who is giving money. The motivation for
some alumni gifts is the influence of others giving. It is important to connect alumni to other
alumni and create an awareness of their giving. There is a greater likelihood alumni will make a
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gift to a shared alumni experience if they are aware of other alumni who are also making a gift
(Okunade & Berl, 1997). Communications should also be strategic in building a case for the
need on campus and the impact the gift will have on students, faculty, or campus life. Alumni
want to know their gift is making a difference and helping move a student forward in the process.
Alumni want to know their gift is part of the transformational process (Rizenheim, 2000).

Summary
Alumni affairs and advancement offices work together to accomplish the same strategic
objectives of engaging with alumni and seeking their financial support. Higher education relies
more on alumni giving than in prior years due to decreases in state funding for public schools
and increases in operation costs for private schools. The non-profit sector exists only from the
generosity of individuals, companies, and foundations. The non-profit sector’s approach to
philanthropy is no different than higher education. The current environment in higher education
fundraising is campaign-focused fundraising that has seen an increase in mega-gifts and a
decrease in individual alumni gifts. The annual giving campaign is a fundamental part of any
fundraising effort for a school, but it relies on more recurring individual support. The decline in
individual giving is a concern to schools since they rely on those annual, recurring gifts. The
smaller gifts are more dependable and sustainable. The megagifts might be a one-time gift or
even a once-in-a-lifetime gift from an alumnus. The indivudal alumni donor needs to be
evaluated also on their lifetime giving impact to the school.
In order to interact with alumni and seek their financial support, a school needs to
produce customized and personalized approaches for alumni outreach. Affinity groups provide a
data tool to gather information needed for schools to accomplish this. The affinity group also
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creates more peer-to-peer communication about supporting the institution. The role of the alumni
office in creating and maintaining the affinity group varies. Smaller schools that have fewer
staffing resources will rely more on the affinity groups to self-govern and operate.
Affinity groups are not new to alumni relations, but they are now seen as new
opportunities to engage alumni with annual giving. The research reports an increase in alumni
affinity groups, but the research is not clear on the direct correlation on annual giving. The
expectation is the affinity group will influence an alumnus to make a gift and to do so on an
annual basis, but there is a lack of specific research and outcomes that show that correlation.
Since alumni affinity groups are not standard across schools, then it will be a challenge to
compare the overall affinity group impact. The research can determine if the alumni involved in
affinity groups are donors and more frequent donors than those who are not, but there are
research opportunities to see if certain subsets of the alumni affinity group population responds
more to the affinity relationship than those who do not have an affinity group relationship.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
The prior chapters provide a foundation for the relevance of this research and a review of
the literature that outlined the publications and analysis contributing to this topic. This
dissertation research expands on earlier studies that attempted to build a donor profile based on
general demographic data that was designed to find potential alumni donors (Volkwein, 2010).
Alumni giving was researched and modeled based on individual alumni characteristics informed
earlier by Volkwein (2010). Recent research added to the body of knowledge by exploring the
motivation behind alumni giving, including the influence of the student experience on the longterm relationship alumni have with their alma mater (McDearmon & Shirley, 2009). This
dissertation seeks to identify more information about specific student experiences where there is
a strong alumni affinity that results in higher levels of engagement and influences alumni giving.

Research Design
A qualitative method research approach is used in this dissertation. This gathering of data
will explore how alumni respond to the affinity relationship with their alma mater and what role
alumni affinity groups play in alumni engagement and alumni giving (Stuart et al., 2011). See
Tables 1 and 2 for more information.
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Table 1: Importance of Alumni Engagement
Variables

Conceptual Definition

Operational Definition

Student Experiences

What student experiences in
college create an engagement
opportunity with alumni?

Survey specific student organizations and
experiences in which alumni can identify their
involvement.

•

Interviews

Alumni Satisfaction

Relationship Building

Communications

Instrument(s)

Did certain experiences impact
future alumni satisfaction with
their college experience that
motivates them to be involved?
Is there a contact or on-campus
opportunity that is best at
building long-term relationships
between alumni and institution?

Compare the satisfaction and affinity
relationships from when a student to an alumnus.

•

Interviews

Inquire if alumni are involved in campus
volunteer activities, who connected them to those
opportunities, and if those impacted the
relationship they have with the institution.

•

Interviews

How do alumni prefer to be
communicated with about the
institution and campus needs?

Explore the frequency and communication
methods that can inform the alumni population
best.

•

Interviews

Table 2: Impact on Alumni Giving
Variables

Conceptual Definition

Operational Definition

Instrument(s)

Student Experiences

Can the student experience
engage alumni to become more
involved as a volunteer?

Inquire about affinity relationships and if alumni
are motivated to make a gift to support a student
experience similar to their time in school.

•

Interviews

Alumni Satisfaction

Does the affinity impact alumni
satisfaction in a way that leads
to future alumni involvement?

Ask alumni about if the affinity creates a higher
level of satisfaction that influences giving.

•

Interviews

Relationship Building

Are affinity groups best at
building relationships that
makes the ask more centric to
the alumni college experience?

Measure the interest in alumni to give to the
university specific to their affinities with campus
experiences.

•

Interviews

Communications

What frequency and method do
alumni want to learn about
campus needs that are centric to
their affinity experience?

Determine how centric the donor ask needs to be
to the alumni affinity group to influence a gift.

•

Interviews

Sample
The purposeful sample was used to determine the qualitative samples used in the research
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The sample groups surveyed in this research method included
representatives from these constituent groups: alumni donors, alumni non-donors, alumni affinity
group members, and alumni volunteer leaders. The researcher worked directly with two public
universities who participated in the qualitative studies. Both schools made the alumni sample sets
available because of the researcher’s affiliation with each school as either a doctoral student or as
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a faculty member. The schools will be known in the research as School A and School B. The
directors of the alumni associations of both schools were the primary contact for the researcher
and provided input on the criteria for the alumni selected for the interviews. Both universities
considered the privacy of their alumni database when deciding about the alumni identified for the
interviews.
The schools are both public universities and regionally located in the southern United
States. School A (researcher institution) is an R1 Doctoral Carnegie Classification research
university, less than 70 years old, with an average undergraduate population of 37,000 students
and approximately 300,000 alumni (2018). School B (researcher employer) is a public liberal
arts college founded more than 120 years ago. School B is an M3 Master’s College and
University Carnegie Classification with an average undergraduate enrollment of 2,300 students
and approximately 24,000 alumni (2018). The total sample for the qualitative research for School
A was 26 alumni with a final 15 interviews applied towards the research. The total sample for
the School B was 15 alumni with 10 being interviewed as a part of the data collection.
IRB Process and Approval
Permission to conduct the research study was obtained from the researcher’s Institutional
Research Board (IRB). The copy of the IRB approval is located in Appendix A. The interviews
involved a minimal risk to participants. See Appendix C for an email request for participation by
the alumni for School A. The alumni were contacted by the researcher and interviewed in-person
either at a location of their preference on-campus or at their workplace. There was also an option
for interviews to be conducted over the telephone. All interviews were recorded by the
researcher and corresponding transcriptions were created using the Rev software. A copy of the
participant waiver each interviewee signed is included in Appendix B.
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Interview Design
The qualitative research was designed to examine the effect alumni affinity groups have
on (1) alumni engagement and (2) alumni giving. See Figure 11. A semi-structured script was
designed to learn more about the relationship between these variables and the listed controls. The
researcher also used the qualitative method to learn if the alumni interviewed were motivated to
be more engaged because of their affinity relationships and if that engagement led them to make
a gift.

Figure 11: Research Design and Controls
Independent Variable: Alumni Affinity
The interviews gathered data to determine what specific affinity(s) alumni had while as a
student in school and examined which of those are now the strongest for those same individuals
now as an alumnus. Affinity research provided the foundation for the approach to the questions
used to evaluate this (McDearmon & Shirley, 2009). Qualitative data was also gathered about the
relationships that influence an alumni volunteer to learn if those volunteer activities create a
higher level of engagement or influence a charitable gift from the alumni.
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Dependent Variables: (1) Engagement and (2) Giving
The research measures the affinity relationship with an indirect construct of engagement
and a direct construction of giving. The dependent variable of engagement in prior research has
been examined both from the student perspective and the alumni perspective (Rau & Erwin,
2015). This dissertation uses this variable from the alumni perspective, but also considers the
role the student experience has with the identity of the alumni regarding the institution
(McDearmon, 2013). Alumni giving is the second dependent variable measured based on the use
of alumni affinity groups. This is a more direct variable to measure since the survey and
interviews design allows a respondent to identify their role as a donor, past donor, or as a nondonor.
Control Variables
The survey, as well as the interviews, were organized around these four controls:
(1) Student Experience,
(2) Alumni Satisfaction,
(3) Relationship Building,
(4) Communications.
These variables were explored in the interview questions to determine which, if any, of these
have a correlation or offer additional analysis on the strength or importance of these controls.

Qualitative Study
The qualitative study collected data using a purposeful sampling of constituents from the
same group types used in the quantitative method (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The interviews
expanded on the student and alumni experiences to better understand which ones are the most
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effective at creating a high level of alumni engagement over a long-term relationship with the
institution. Interviews were also used to understand if affinity relationships motivated alumni to
make a charitable gift or if the affinity variable was a better engagement tactic with social
identity and less of a variable associated with philanthropy. Prior qualitative approaches have
been used to expand on the subject of affinity to find more specific identities the alumni have
with the institution (McDearmon, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Interview Process
The alumni association directors of School A and School B also identified for the
researcher the alumni sample used for the qualitative interviews. A determined list of alumni was
selected from the larger database with the criteria that the person served in an active alumni
volunteer role and participated in the alumni association in some capacity. A separate email was
sent to this sample on behalf of the researcher to protect the privacy of the alumni. See Appendix
C for a copy of the email. Respondents, who confirmed they were willing to participate in the
interview, were identified and contact information was shared with the researcher who then
scheduled each individual interview.
The qualitative research method was used to explore more about the relationship between
the alumnus and the institution. Questions were developed to understand the value of affinity
relationships and the role volunteer experiences play in alumni engagement and influencing
future giving. See Appendix D for interview questions. Each interview lasted between 20
minutes and 60 minutes with a blend of both in-person and face-to-face sessions. Each interview
was recorded using a software to document the call and create a transcript of each interview.
School A emailed an identified group of alumni requesting their participation in an
interview with the researcher. The school selected a group of alumni who are life members of the
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alumni association. This classification of alumni is comprised of individuals who made a gift of
$800 or couples who made a joint gift of $1,000 during a set amount of time. A total of 26
respondents replied confirming their interest in participating in an interview. The researcher
conducted a total of six face-to-face and nine telephone interviews with School A.
School B sample consisted of alumni who were current alumni board members, alumni
board executive committee members, past presidents of the alumni board, current foundation
board executive committee members, and past presidents of the foundation as the sample for the
interviews. Giving history was not a criterion used for the selection of this sample, but to be a
member of the selected leadership groups a gift of some amount is expected for membership. A
total of 15 alumni were identified as the sample size. A total of 10 were interviewed by the
researcher. The interviews consisted of four face-to-face and six telephone interviews.
Interview Data Collection
The interviews began with a summary of the purpose of the research and a reminder that
responses would be anonymous. Each interviewee was asked about their graduation year and
major. The researcher then inquired with each respondent why they selected the school where
they received their undergraduate degree. Responses from the “why this school” question offered
additional details on possible family relationships, scholarship or financial situations, and other
motivations behind the alumnus’ reason for selecting the school. Respondents were also asked to
describe their level of satisfaction with their academic experience to understand if there is a
relationship between alumni satisfaction on alumni engagement. Next, the researcher inquired
about the respondent’s campus experience and any involvement in campus life activities. This set
of questions explored possible affinity relationships the alumnus had from their college
experience. Each respondent was then asked about their alumni association membership, as well
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as to identify the volunteer experiences they had with the alumni association. Then the researcher
inquired about motivations for volunteer involvement as it related to engagement and future
giving and if there was a person(s) who motivated the alumnus to become involved in a
volunteer role. Finally, the interview inquired about the respondent’s philanthropy with the
school and any motivation behind their giving history, as well as the importance communications
from the school played in the alumni donor’s relationship with the school.
Interview Data Analysis
Data was gathered immediately after the first interview. Each interview was submitted
for a transcript to be made from the recorded interview. Once the transcript was received, the
researcher began coding each interview. Each interviewee was numerically coded to maintain
privacy of the participants. The researcher used a category strategy when coding each interview
to identify themes in the interviews (Maxwell, 2013). After an initial review of the first round of
coding, a strategy of open coding was used to develop the coding categories and labels created to
categorize data together (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
Definition of Terms
A set group of terms are used in this dissertation and defined below using the researcher’s
definition developed from the research or referenced from a CASE report (2018).
Affinity – a shared connection or experience a person has with another person or a group of
individuals.
Alumni – graduates of the institution and others with a prior academic relationship, including
non-graduates, certificate and credential holders, distance learners, lifelong learners, resident,
post-docs, honorary degree recipients, and honorary alumni (CASE, 2018).
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Alumni Affinity – a shared experience or shared group membership an alumnus has with another
group of alumni from the college or university where they received their undergraduate degree.
Many schools designate this funding source for unrestricted giving.
Alumni Engagement – activities that are valued by alumni, build enduring and mutually
beneficial relationships, inspire loyalty and financial support, strengthen the institution’s
reputation, and involve alumni in meaningful activities to advance the institution’s mission
(CASE, 2018).
Communication – interactive, meaningful, and informative communication with alumni that
supports the institution’s mission, strategic goals, and reputation (CASE, 2018).
Donor – individual alumni or friend of the school, a company, or a foundation who makes a
financial contribution to the university.
Experiential – meaningful experiences that inspire alumni, are valued by the institution, promote
its mission, celebrate its achievements, and strengthen its reputation (CASE, 2018).
Philanthropy – diverse opportunities for alumni to make philanthropic investments that are
meaningful to the donor and support the institution’s mission and strategic goals (CASE, 2018).
Restricted Giving – donor support that has been designated for a certain area of support. This can
include a designation to general endowment support or for specific support for scholarships,
facilities, student programs, athletics, and other needs for which a donor wishes to designate their
funds that meet the criteria of the university or the university foundation policies.
Unrestricted Giving – donor support for the traditional annual giving campaign where the funds
can support the greatest need on campus, usually at the direction of the university president or
the school’s foundation leadership.
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Volunteer – formally defined and rewarding volunteer roles that are endorsed and valued by the
institution and support its mission and strategic goals (CASE, 2018).

Summary
This chapter described the methods used in collecting the data and how the researcher
planned to analyze the data. The qualitative approach provided an opportunity to gather
descriptive statistics as well as behavioral information about the motivation behind engagement
and giving of the alumni interviewed. The next chapter reviews the findings from the data
collected from both sample sets.

48

CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
This chapter provides the analysis from the data collection used in this study. In the prior
chapters, the methods to be applied to this research were reviewed. The researcher designed a
qualitative study to gather data from an alumni sample set to learn about their prior college
experiences and the influence those experiences had on their role now as an alumnus of their
alma mater. The interviews were designed to evaluate the construct controls of student
experience, alumni satisfaction, relationship building, and communications.

Qualitative Survey
The researcher conducted a total of twenty-five (25) interviews. The interviews were a
blend of 10 in-person and 15 telephone interviews with alumni from the two sample sets. Each
interview was recorded using the Rev application and were also transcribed using the same
service. The average interview time was 28 minutes in length. The script used for each interview
was a semi-structured script. A copy of the script the researcher used with each interview is
included in Appendix D. The data analysis first used an open coding process to review each
interview. Then a thematic coding process was used and built around the construct controls as a
category identification method.
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School A
There were initially 26 alumni who responded to the alumni director that they were
willing to participate in the interviews for this research. The researcher was able to secure
interviews with 15 of the sample identified by the alumni director. School A alumni had a direct
role with the alumni association as either a past alumni board member or current alumni board
member. This sample was also unique in that they were all life members of the alumni
association that will be discussed later in this chapter. This sample had nine in-person interviews
and six telephone interviews conducted and was comprised of the following in Table 3.
Table 3: School A Descriptive Statistics

Male
67%

Female
33%

1960-1969
1

1970-1979
6

Business
53%

Academic Degree
Communications
27%

Demographics
Local
Non-Local
67%
33%
Class Year Decade
1980-1989
1990-1999
2
2

Donor
93%

Non-Donor
7%

2000-2009
3

2010-2019
1

Post Graduate Degree
Other
20%

20%

School B
This alumni sample was also provided directly by the alumni director of School B. The
sample set represented a more diverse group of constituents since the sample included alumni
who were not exclusive to one volunteer or leadership role such as the alumni board. The
research included a total of 10 alumni interviews with a mixture of six telephone interviews and
four in-person interviews. The Rev software was also used for recording and transcription
services. The School B data set was comprised of the following in Table 4.
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Table 4: School B Descriptive Statistics

Male
60%

Female
40%

1960-1969
0

1970-1979
2

Academic Degree
Business
Other
40%
60%

Demographics
Local
Non-Local
60%
40%
Class Year Decade
1980-1989
1990-1999
2
3

Donor
70%

Non-Donor
30%

2000-2009
2

2010-2019
1

Post Graduate Degree
50%

Analysis
A unique aspect from the series of interviews was the passion and commitment the
alumni had for their school. This passion resulted in a more fluid dialogue between the
interviewer and interviewee. It would be recommended for future research to seek out either
inactive alumni or infrequent alumni donors to better understand their perspective using the same
interview script. The interviewees were also notified by the researcher that the follow-up data
resulting from the research would be shared with their respective universities to assist in any
future alumni engagement strategies. This also inclined the respondents to be supportive and
communicative in the interview.
Themes
A series of themes were discovered during the interviews with both sample sets. These
themes are grouped looking at their role with the independent variable, alumni affinity, and the
two dependent variables of alumni engagement and alumni giving.
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Affinity
The interviews started with asking alumni about their college experience and if they were
involved in campus activities. Each of the respondents were involved in some campus life
activity, while some were involved more than others. It should be noted School A is
approximately 50 years old while School B is more than 120 years old. The student life
experiences at School A have expanded and changed as it has grown as a public university.
School B has more long-standing traditions with a foundation dating back 100 years. Regardless,
there are activities and organizations from these different schools that were aligned in the
interviews.
An overall group of affinity themes became evident in the interviews:

Campus-wide
Leadership

Greek Life

Homecoming

Intramurals

Figure 12: Alumni Affinity Themes
Finding 1: The strongest affinity alumni have from their student experience is affiliated
with Greek life. This is based on the relationships made while in school, as well as the ongoing relationships from their Greek life experience they maintain after graduation.

1.1 Greek Life
The research revealed the importance of the role Greek life has with establishing an
affinity with the alumni interviewed. The most popular affinity identified in the interviews was
affiliation and involvement in the Greek life system. The aspect of Greek life even expanded to
respondents who were not directly involved in a fraternity or sorority but were affiliated with a
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Greek organization on a social basis due to friends who were members of the organization. The
majority of respondents were male, so the fraternity aspect of Greek life was discussed the most.
The role of Greek life is not just isolated to a student’s time on campus. This is a life-long
relationship with a group of people from the student’s college experience. Several respondents
used the term “life-long friendships” as a reference to the importance of this affinity as a student
and now as an alumnus. The Greek life aspect was not only a popular reference among the
interviews, but it was clear in 37% of the interviews that the alumni still maintain active
relationships with their brothers or sisters from their time on campus. These relationships are as
informal as attending athletic events together to more formalized annual events such as golf
tournaments or homecoming activities.
The interviews revealed that the fondness of the fraternity experience was related more
directly to specific individuals during the alumnus’ time on campus, but there were three
interviews that spoke to events and relationships that have evolved with other alumni from other
class years that were developed because of the organization’s ongoing activities to engage
alumni. There were comments made by alumni, not members of a fraternal organization, who
still referred to the role the culture of those types of organizations plays in creating an affinity.
Table 5: Greek Life Student Experience and Alumni Affinity
The things that people chose to spend their time on while they were on campus are the things that they
care about now. The best example of that is probably Greek life.
Lots of our friends were all resident assistants in different forms and that is an extremely tight
group…very fraternal.
I don't know that [a] fraternity and sorority will call themselves affinity groups, but I would.
I think it gave me a certain closeness to the people, and the university, and the whole experience. It was
a lot of fun. We had a lot of comradery within the fraternity, and so it was nice to belong to that family.
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Table 5 (Continued)
I would say the fraternity was the big key point for me.
So, I joined a fraternity and to this day, what 45 years later, I'm still very actively connected with my
fellow alum brothers.
We come back once a year. That draws guys I don't see very often back here. And those are, those are
basically my lifelong friends.
I didn't rush, but I had several friendships that I developed, some of whom had fraternity or
sorority relationships, some of whom were relational to the dorm.
I enjoyed the sorority experience.
I was a founding member of what's called social sororities on campus.
I was heavily involved with student activities at first, but then I became involved with my sorority,
which I'm still involved in now. And I think that was really what helped me secure a feeling of home at
school.

1.2 Homecoming
School B had a strong affinity with an annual tradition that has taken place since 1919.
This tradition is a part of the school’s homecoming tradition. The homecoming tradition has two
sides that students can self-select for involvement: gold or purple. These sides become an
identity for these students during their college experience, and many see that identity as
meaningful today. Greek life was also a prominent campus experience at School B with 50% of
respondents confirming their Greek affiliation, but the homecoming tradition united more of the
respondents. This is a reason the homecoming theme was of importance in the overall summary
of themes in the research.
School A referred to the homecoming theme with regards to celebrating milestone events
of any of the student experiences they were involved in while in school. For example, a group
will have their 50th anniversary in the coming year to be held as a part of the school’s
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homecoming festivities. Reunions at homecoming events have been a standard for alumni
engagement, but as the earlier literature review revealed they are not as effective as in the past.
The respondents for School A only referred to homecoming as it related to their affinity
groups hosting some milestone event where groups of alumni from that affinity would attend.
The School B alumni referred to the importance of their homecoming tradition, but only four of
the 10 alumni interviewed spoke to their ongoing involvement with annual homecoming events.
Homecoming as an alumni engagement tactic was referred to by many of the alumni, but
one alumnus commented how the association needs to expand beyond this one annual event to
engage more alumni. One respondent commented on the use of affinity groups for reunion
events. This event format was referenced by two others regarding using prior volunteer
leadership experiences as a group to connect alumni to homecoming events.

Table 6: Homecoming Affinity Connection
I went back for our 50th celebration and all that, but I didn't feel, I mean it was wonderful to be back
and to see all the changes and see the campus, but I don't know, there wasn't, it wasn't a real connect
there.
We all connect at homecomings and I'll tell you this, we have connected over the years where
somebody will take it upon themselves to have an event at their house.
The Greek reunion event in the past has been more meaningful to me than the larger homecoming
event.
I think we've got to be able to do things and connect people beyond them physically coming to
homecoming or physically coming on campus.
They do an annual kind of student body vice president, president reunion every year. They meet during
homecoming.
Our homecoming tradition is unique. I feel alumni involved in homecoming are more likely to give.
One group even has their own affinity group that keeps their alumni involved.

55

1.3 Intramurals
The researcher found intramurals was an activity among 24% of respondents. This
affinity was specific to a respondent’s time on campus, but respondents spoke to it more as an
activity while in school with little affinity as alumni. The intramural experience did not speak to
the relationship-building experiences as the Greek life (School A) or the homecoming experience
(School B). There was only one (7% of total) alumnus interviewed who was a student athlete.
This could be a result of using a young school with a recently expanded athletic program and
another school that is small and until recently only had limited student athlete opportunities.
School A recently launched an affinity group around intramurals with some success with
engaging alumni to connect with the group and even support the affinity group financially, but
the interviewees who spoke to intramurals did not reveal a strong affinity with the organization
from the alumni perspective. School B confirmed a similar participation in intramurals as a
student, as well as less of an affinity as an alumnus.
Table 7: Intramurals Important During Student Experience
I played intramural sports, but that was really it. I kind of went to class, went to work, and did some
intramurals and that was about it.
I'm older now, and so I'm not probably going to be doing any intramurals. I can walk around
the bases now. No, kidding. But I think that if they had some sort of affinity program that was
geared towards people of a….certain age groups, for instance.

1.4 Campus-wide Leadership
One alumnus remarked on the connection of an active participation in campus life and
future engaged alumni. School A respondents were primarily connected to their campus
experience to a campus-wide leadership group that serves as the official campus representatives
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at events. School B had an SGA role that served in this regard with campus leadership with 16%
identifying they were involved in the school’s student government association. The SGA
experience was seen as a common indicator for future engaged alumni.
The leadership experiences on campus were important transformational experiences that
influenced the development of the student and future career decisions. The alumni from both
schools were actively involved in various parts of campus life.
School A also had two respondents who were directly involved in some alumni affinitybased organization related to their time as a student. One respondent was involved with the
Latino society that was started within the last five years. The other respondent started a resident
assistant (RA) alumni affinity group as a response to their time on campus working as an RA.
The current RA alumni affinity group is no longer active, but the alumnus interviewed confirmed
many members of the group still gather socially at events such as homecoming each year.
Table 8: Campus-wide Leadership Influences Strong Affinity Relationships
So, whether it's a cultural affiliation or a group affiliation, like Greek life, it definitely lends to more
involvement and engagement.
More than one of our past chairs of the alumni board were also past presidents of the Student
Government Association.
The experience on campus absolutely really transformed me. I would go as far as to say my life
because it was those experiences and starting up a company that made me say I don't want a
traditional job. And it led me to be an entrepreneur.
I was a very active extracurricular student, you know, and I could expand on that too, but I just, you
know, I was more involved in student government, ambassadors, my fraternity in college than I was in
the classroom.
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Alumni Engagement
The interviews also focused on learning the level of engagement the alumni had with the
school and their perception of engagement opportunities for the larger alumni population
affiliated with the school. The student experience was commented as being an important part of
the engagement process. One alumnus commented, “There’s a direct correlation between an
undergraduate’s experience and engaged alumni. There is no doubt about that.” It was evident
relationships developed during the alumnus’ time on campus were important in their volunteer
roles that engaged them back to the school.
These themes were revealed from the interviews related to alumni engagement:

Athletics

Board
Involvement

Campus-wide
Volunteer

Student Alumni
Groups

Figure 13: Alumni Engagement Themes

Finding 2: Alumni engagement is created around school athletics and not based on the
affinity relationships from the alumnus student experience.
2.1a Athletics
The interviews revealed the role athletics plays, not only as an event, but also as an
engagement tactic. One alumnus from the 1960-1969 decade felt athletics was a way to engage
alumni from younger generations. The theme of athletics was discussed as the anchor to most
events in the form of “watch parties” that alumni attend, especially at regional chapter events.
These formalized events were used to connect with other alumni in the area and watch a
televised sporting event where the school was competing. These events were also seen as a way
of engaging regional alumni who attend away games when sports teams travel. The use of
58

existing athletic events (ex. football, basketball, or baseball) was mentioned by 53% of
respondents as a method they would recommend in future use to engage alumni or as an existing
method used to engage alumni.
Only two of the alumni from School B identified athletics as a method to engage alumni.
School B had a large majority with 90% remarking that it is the annual homecoming tradition
that is the best method to engage alumni. Until recently, School B had a smaller athletics
program, so athletics is not a part of the larger alumni culture. Both schools use events as a
primary vehicle to engage alumni. School A has events on campus, in the local area, and at
regional chapters across the country. School B had limited events structured outside the local
area for alumni groups. When they have coordinated regional alumni events, they have used in
the past, on a limited basis, away game competitions for the school’s athletic program as a reason
for hosting an event. The regional alumni event format for School B is primarily built around an
administrator visit or fundraising events. This is a result of the school not having as formalized
of an alumni chapter program as School A. The events School B commented to be the most
successful were held in the surrounding area near campus with 70% reflecting on these events
that also served as fundraisers for scholarships for students. There was a repeated reference to the
association using athletics to anchor events either on or off campus for School A. There was
even one disappointed alumnus from School A who commented that athletics were not used as
often as in the past with alumni engagement activities.
Table 9: Athletics as an Alumni Engagement Method
I would say I think athletic engagement is a great one. I think it appeals to a lot of people.
I think with the younger generation, I mean they make a real identification with sports.
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Table 9 (Continued)
Engagement goes with athletics. Athletics are part of the university, so the better they are, the better
the engagement.
Some people are always going to want to come see sports. For some people, their engagement back to
campus will always be through football, basketball, baseball.
Our main involvement, as far as athletics, is away-game tailgates, hosting people at the
football games and basketball games.
I think athletics is always a big one. I think a lot of people like to associate with athletics and feel like
they're supporting the school.
I think something around sporting events is good, and they try and do that, but they don't do it as much
as they used to do.
The basketball game at homecoming is always a great place to see other alumni. It is the one event that
seems to engage a larger group of alumni across generations.
The athletic events we’ve held as a part of the alumni association in the past have been
successful…they just don’t happen very often.

2.1b Events
There was also a theme around events that was discussed in 22 of the interviews. Alumni
see events as a primary engagement tactic to be used to connect with alumni, especially alumni
from across class years and majors. The specific alumni affinity events were associated with
Greek life, ethnic alumni groups, and the one respondent affiliated with the resident assistant
affinity group.
As mentioned earlier, the research showed a primary engagement was centered around
Greek life affinity. This was not only a social identity for the respondents with the university, but
it continued to be a large part of the respondents’ social network after graduation. The interviews
made clear that events were not only part of the student experience while a member of a
fraternity, but they are also important to alumni when it comes to engaging with other alumni
from the organization when they meet on and off campus. The respondents with Greek life
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identified several events members of the affinity group coordinate or specific campus events the
alumni with a Greek life background would attend to connect with other alumni.
A majority of respondents addressed their interest in keeping updated on the current
academic standing of campus. School A alumni remarked about alumni association events that
included faculty, deans, or other academic representatives who came and spoke at alumni events
or board meetings. The alumni in the interviews responded favorably to these types of academic
presentations since it built pride among the alumni for their school and interest in the current
academic rigor on the campus with current students.
The alumni events were seen to extend beyond just fundraising opportunities. Even the
life members at School A who see their support from a charitable giving perspective referenced
that their exclusive events are good engagement techniques. Events require dedicated resources
by the association and the university in the form of staff, venues, and expenses to support the
event. Alumni felt events were an important part of the association’s role. A well-done event can
be an impactful event for those in attendance. The use of association events as fundraisers was
also noted when discussing one of the alumni affinity fundraisers.
Table 10: Alumni Events as an Engagement Method
The school needs to create events for alumni to see people they knew personally.
They are fun events. I don't know if this is right, wrong, or indifferent, but my vision of an alumni
association, particularly one like ours, is not so much about fundraising.
We have actual life member exclusive events. And they're usually pretty good and they're very wellattended, very well-attended.
Life member events have good attendance and are quality events.
I do feel it's what we need to do now, but every time you go to these events, if they're done
right, with the speakers and everything, you can see that you have an impact.
It was just a phenomenal event and it raised money, it raised a lot of money, but I think more
importantly, it showed potential small donors and big donors, what we were all about and the pride
that was involved in that program.
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Finding 3: Volunteer board involvement created a high level of engagement and influenced
alumni giving. Peer-to-peer relationships influenced the participation of alumni with oncampus board experiences. The board experience compelled members to make a charitable
gift.

3.1 Board Involvement
The majority of interviews addressed the research interest in alumni engagement. The theme of
peer-to-review relationships was clear in both sets of alumni as a foundational aspect to the
process of engagement with the school. School A respondents at the time of the interview were
clearly already involved as a volunteer with the university as a current or former member of the
alumni board. This volunteer role for 33% of the respondents was the only alumni volunteer
experience they had with the university. There is some importance to the role alumni play in
engaging other alumni. More than 80% of the respondents shared it was other alumni who were
the reason for their desire to volunteer on the board. Forty-seven percent of the respondents were
either current or past chairs of the board. The respondents from class years of 1979 and earlier
identified two key staff members as the reason they were involved in the alumni board. The class
years of 1990 and more recently spoke to the importance their fellow alumni played in their
reason for volunteering on the board. Alumni who identified themselves as life members
referenced that they felt their board role propelled them to want to make a gift.
School B confirmed a similar relationship aspect to their work on campus, but only two
respondents confirmed that a university administrator (a former president) was the relationship
that developed a reason for their interest in volunteering as an alumni board member, foundation
board member, or board of trustee. Both schools had respondents who also held leadership roles
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that extended beyond just the alumni association. Two of the respondents were former members
of other campus alumni groups. There was one respondent from School B who had been a
member of a junior alumni board, while seven respondents had current or prior membership on
the alumni board. Each respondent in a volunteer role confirmed it was another alumnus who
approached them to serve in these roles. The board experience was seen as an important
engagement tactic.
Table 11: Board Involvement Influences Alumni Engagement
And if I look back, it gave me the opportunity to do things like sit on the alumni board to be engaged
with other student athletes, to be engaged with other alumni and other staff, whether it's within
athletics or outside athletics.
I've always been engaged, but just not to that extent.
Well, I was a member before, but I wasn't a lifetime member until I joined the board. So really the
board is what kind of, I wouldn't say it was the only reason, but it was a cause to kind of consider it.
Even in the last six months that I've been a board member, having the ability to network with people
that previously were maybe out of my spheres of influence.
I think serving on the Alumni Association Board has been a good experience and really wanted to help
propel or push that organization to be better.
But since getting off the board, the only time I've participated is just some small donations and
stuff like that.
I worked hard on the board and was ready to roll off. Then I found I was less involved and almost felt
forgotten.

Finding 4: Campus-wide volunteer opportunities that are built around interaction with
current students are important at creating alumni engagement.
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4.1 Campus-wide Volunteer
One alumnus reflected on their volunteer experiences with a number of student
organizations across campus. There were only two respondents who noted they had participated
in volunteer roles that directly were involved with students. The idea of speaking to classes was
mentioned in three of the interviews. As the interviews progressed, there were other comments
about speaking to students in the classroom. Another alumnus commented about the role the
faculty play in this experience.
There was one interviewee who noted they saw volunteer opportunities for alumni to
include helping students better understand what it means to be an alumnus of their school. This
idea of mentoring was also referenced by one respondent. The direct interaction with students
was also seen as a way to be connected back to the alumnus’ college experience.
There were three alumni from School A who commented on their role as an athletic
booster. This was seen as more of a financial investment to support the athletic program and less
of a volunteer role. School B does not have a ticket-based or charitable-based athletic booster
program due to the lack of tickets required to attend sporting events. The idea of using resources
beyond financial reasons to support students was also noted.
Table 12: Campus-wide Volunteer Opportunities Impact Alumni Engagement
Whether it’s a cultural affiliation or a group affiliation, like Greek life, it definitely leads to more
involvement and engagement.
Anything like when we are speaking to a class…any kind of engagement is good. I mean that's the only
permanent part of this university…the students.
I think that'd be great. I do think that's one of the good things about bringing in alumni, not so much to
teach the class, but just to speak to students.
We go and we give speeches nearly every year and nearly every semester at different colleges.
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Table 12 (Continued)
I was asked just last year to speak to the honors program or honors college. At times the Dean reached
out to me to speak to them.
We do a lot of mentoring of students. So, that's a big part of our mission is to be connected with a
student.
I try to devote a lot of time to giving back to offices that really helped guide me. So, I volunteer at the
office of multicultural affairs where I was involved.
So, whether it's by doing programs or as simple as one student who shares their resume because they
are looking for a job. Why not do that? It's not always about the money. It's more about what can we
do with the access and resources that we do have.

Finding 5: Student alumni groups are being strategically used to build awareness with
current students about the role of the alumni association with a goal of building a culture
that will develop a highly engaged alumni base in the future.

5.1 Student Alumni Groups
Both sample schools have established a student organization that is affiliated with the
alumni association. School A has developed initiatives to involve their undergraduate population
in the student alumni group. Two of the alumni interviewed referred to this group being the
largest of all the school’s alumni chapters. School B has a smaller group of students. They have
made a part of their student group focused on fundraising for their student pantry. School B
alumni commented their group was designed to also help instill the importance of giving.
The researcher inquired with the alumni about any ideas on ways to address future alumni
engagement with recent graduates. Almost 70% of School A respondents referred to their
success with a student alumni group. School B only had three alumni who commented on their
student alumni group. School A also referred to the importance of the college ambassadors
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student organization and the role it played for them and their understanding of the alumni
organization. This is a selected group of students on the campus of School A and not open to the
general student body.
Table 13: Student Alumni Groups are Future of Alumni Engagement
Sometimes you just have to teach them (students) or let them understand what it means to be an
alumnus.
Actually, our largest chapter for alumni is the Student Alumni Association, the SAA. They're the largest
group.
We were engaged with the alumni board as students.
I think we're making good pathways with the student alumni association. I think that group's
purpose is to engage with the students so that when they are young alumni, they know the
value of the alumni association. We also provide that first-year membership. We could
probably do a better job, And the hustle of graduation kind of loses its value.

Alumni Giving
This research seeks to understand the influence alumni affinity groups have on alumni
engagement, as well as alumni giving. During the interviews when alumni were asked about the
topic of alumni giving, these themes developed:

Capacity

Membership
Dues

Pay It
Forward

Scholarships

Figure 14: Alumni Giving Themes

Finding 6: Once an alumnus has reached a capacity in their income to make a charitable
gift, they want to pay it forward to help students in the form of scholarships.
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6.1a Capacity
The deciding factor for a charitable gift was based on the ability or financial capacity to
make the gift. There was also a consensus on the role of who was to make the ask for charitable
gifts to the school. Of the interviews at School B, seven of the 10 were an active donor outside
any alumni association-sponsored events or board dues requirements. This school also had a
foundation considered to be the fundraising function of the university. It was evident by the
interviews of the need to have the capacity to make a gift.
The alumni interviewed did not see the role of the association as a fundraising
organization, but as a place to connect with alumni. Of the alumni who responded they were an
active donor outside their alumni membership, 12 spoke to some other gifts they’ve made
because they have the capacity to make the gifts. This was the result of an improved economic
situation. One alumnus made a reference to their school’s recent dorm community developments
as an example of ways to develop strong affinity with the current student population that can
influence future alumni giving when the alumni have the ability or capacity to make a gift.
Table 14: Capacity to Make a Gift
It isn’t will I or will I not make a gift. It is kind of more of this sense of responsibility that I've decided
to donate. It is also that I have the capacity to donate.
The alumni association is to bring the alumni in the door. It is the role of the foundation to solicit them
for a gift down the road.
We’re now financially in an area where we can be generous to the university.
When they put a need and an opportunity in front of you and you can afford it, you say, ‘Yeah, that
sounds like a good idea. I want to support something.’
Now all of a sudden, you have massive, huge, like condo, dorms and student living. There is
real student involvement on campus. That is what it’s got to take. It has to become your life.
Then in 30 or 40 years later, when they actually have real money to spend and resources to
give, they decide to give back.
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Table 14 (Continued)
It was just a phenomenal event, and it raised money, it raised a lot of money, but I think more
importantly, it showed potential small donors and big donors, what we were all about and the pride
that was involved in that program.

6.1b Pay It Forward
Once the alumni felt they had the capacity to make a charitable gift, the designation for
the gift was based on motivation to help the next generation of students. The alumni who
contributed a charitable gift to the university outside their alumni association relationship did so
because they wanted to help students. Alumni also reflected that a motivation behind the gift was
the connection back to their own student experience. The importance of the student experience
was also referenced as a way to reconnect alumni back to campus and a way to motivate them to
make a gift.
The correlation between engagement and giving was affirmed by the interviews. The
importance of engagement leading to giving was discussed by a volunteer who saw their role as
an engaged alumnus influencing their future desire or interest in making a gift to the university.
One alumnus felt the university could do a better job to expand this view of paying it forward.
There is a need to help alumni understand the opportunities for giving that will enable them to
pay it forward to help the next generation.
Table 15: Alumni Motivated to Pay It Forward
Quite frankly I want to be in a position with time and money to be able to pay it forward.
As you get older and as you get into a situation where you might be able to be a donor, you feel more
inclined to do so.
We continue to give outside of our life member dues because it’s a commitment, and it assists our
students to have a better experience.
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Table 15 (Continued)
I've always believed that in any sort of philanthropic endeavor, you have to make a connection between
the person's money and their experience.
You need to be reminded of your experience so as you get older you are able to be a donor to
support the school.
I feel that engagement leads to giving.
We have a foundation established in our name there, too. And that didn't cause us to be more involved.
Our involvement caused us to start the foundation and to make a sizable donation to it, to get it started.
So, the financial commitment didn't cause more engagement. It was the reason for the financial
commitment was because of being engaged.
I don't think we do a good enough job of educating our graduates about the cases that are out there for
giving.
We had one fundraiser that was pretty successful. It helped us raise close to a thousand dollars. It was
definitely a success and was our first-ever event for a new society [affinity].

6.1c Scholarships
The most popular gift designation was to scholarships. Ironically, despite the opinion that
the role of the association is not to serve as a fundraising organization, 13 of the 25 respondents
commented on alumni association events they were associated with that raised money for
scholarships. There were three alumni at School A who identified they had given a major gift of
$25,000 and above, and one of those alumni gave specifically to the alumni affinity they
identified earlier in the interview. A respondent shared their experience with an existing alumni
affinity group and their efforts to support scholarships that are used to assist students associated
with that affinity. Both schools had alumni who noted they were only able to attend school
because of a scholarship.

69

Table 16: Giving Designation to Scholarships
They gave me an out-of-state tuition waiver, scholarship, and a couple other scholarships that
made it pretty attractive for me to come here.
It goes to scholarships. It helps to support our university. I mean, again, we both loved our experience,
so it just made sense for us to do that.
We actually have two scholarships we started here.
The junior board scholarship is one of the best things we’ve done as a board.

Finding 7: Membership dues in the alumni association can be perceived by alumni as a gift
to the school.

7.1 Membership Dues
The topic of alumni membership dues was discussed among both schools. The
association dues were discussed during the giving conversation of the interviews. School A
respondents shared how recent strategies include a one-year free membership to graduating
seniors. One respondent was concerned that the setting of commencement was not the best time
to present this membership. This same alumnus also felt the value-based attitude of a free
membership minimized the importance of the overall alumni association value. School B also
inducts recent graduates into the national alumni association at commencement. The difference
with School B is there are no dues required for membership. If someone is a graduate of School
B, then they are considered a member of the national alumni association. Two alumni from
School B commented on recent board discussions to review the membership process and a
possible consideration of requiring dues for membership.
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A primary reason for the theme of life member is due to the sample from School A for
the interviews. School A interviews were unique in that 80% identified themselves as “life
members” of the national alumni association. There was a sense of pride with this identification
as a life member. This membership level is met with a set amount that varied from $800 for early
adopters of the program when it was first implemented to the current $1,200 membership fee
requirement. This type of membership allows for payment over a period of time. Once the
membership amount has been paid, then no further membership dues are required for full
membership in the national alumni association. Three of the 15 (20%) alumni from School A
referred to special life member-only events. These events were seen as a benefit to membership,
as well as a value to the alumni who attend. Since the annual membership has an allocation that
is considered a fundraiser for the work of the alumni association, then the researcher inquired if
the alumni were also donors directly to anything at the university. Only three of the 15 confirmed
they were donors in a more formal perspective with either an endowed scholarship or a planned
gift that had been committed by the alumni. The researcher perceived during the interviews that
the other 12 respondents saw their lifetime membership as a donation and considered themselves
past or current donors because of this financial commitment required for lifetime membership.
The exclusive aspect of the life member was seen as a way to better engage alumni. The
exclusivity of the life member benefit was referenced by several alumni from School A.
Table 17: Alumni Association Dues
The team does a really good job with having life member experiences and benefits that I think engage
that population even more than a general member of the alumni association. And it’s because of this
that the group is more engaged.
I'm very proud to be a life member.
We’ve discussed moving back to a dues-based group. Prior dues were considered a gift to the
association and used to support the work of the group.

71

Table 17 (Continued)
My undergraduate school does not have a dues requirement, but the schools my husband and I have
our master’s degrees do require a membership fee to be a member in the alumni association.

Summary of Control Variables
Student Experience
It was evident the student experience creates an identity and affinity for the alumni who
were interviewed, but for those alumni involved in Greek life it was a part of their ongoing social
network. There were other student experiences mentioned by alumni such as SGA and resident
assistant groups that were associated with the college experience. The organizations that had a
more direct connection to the alumni association created a higher level of alumni engagement.
Alumni did speak to giving interest to support students who were currently involved in
the affinity on campus, but the motivation behind the gift was more from their involvement in a
board role or because they were asked by a development officer or an administrator to make a
gift.
Conclusion: The more involved an alumnus was in college then the more engaged alumni they
become by serving in volunteer board roles on campus and proactively staying connected back to
campus.
Alumni Satisfaction
The respondents from both schools reflected a positive academic experience theme
during their undergraduate career as it related back to their affinity with the university. School A
had two respondents who felt they had a good academic experience, but they were unsure if they
could summarize it being more than average. The reason given was “you get out what you put
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into it” when asked to understand why the alumni responded indifferently to their level of
satisfaction with their undergraduate experience.
Conclusion: The majority of interview responses reflected on some positive satisfaction on the
alumnus’ academic experience. The responses did not confirm if their satisfaction influenced
their future engagement with the school and did not have a direct connection with alumni giving.
Relationship Building
The interviews with alumni who were current board members or prior board members
commented on the importance of the peer-to-peer relationship to involve them in volunteer board
roles. Alumni interviewed also shared that their peer relationships were connected to their
student experience and engagement with other alumni involved in that affinity while they were in
school.
There were two respondents at School A and four at School B who spoke directly to the
influence and impact faculty had on their career post-college. One commented, “It was your
relationships with your faculty members that was probably the things you'd look back to with
fondness as being more meaningful than some other things.”
Conclusion: The alumni from class years 1980-present confirmed the most important
relationship with their alumni engagement was a peer-to-peer relationship with other alumni. The
alumni who graduated before 1980 referred to specific faculty or staff members who influenced
their level of engagement with the school.
Communications
The sentiment of “good, but we could do better” was common among 14 of the 25
interviews as it related to communications to keep alumni informed and engaged. The most
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prevalent communication tool alumni felt was supportive of informing and engaging the alumni
base about campus was the alumni magazine. Each of the 25 respondents spoke to this
communication tool as the primary method of communication they felt was most effective at
creating engagement. Of the interviews, four referred to social media as a source of information
that can be used to connect the larger alumni base with the school. Both schools had concerns
about communications with alumni outside the local area. School A respondents referred to
specific alumni chapters in areas outside the local area of the school and a feeling of being less
connected.
Conclusion: The most valuable communication tool to engage alumni and even influence alumni
giving is the school’s alumni magazine, especially with the alumni outside the local area of the
school. Alumni interviewed also reflected the school should better communicate designation
opportunities for alumni to make a gift.

Hypotheses Test Results
The results of the qualitative interviews can be used to evaluate the research hypotheses
and render any conclusions from the dissertation. The first hypothesis explored the importance of
community-based experiences on campuses that lead to more engaged alumni.
H1: College experiences that have a community-based environment develop a more engaged
alumni base.
The research revealed the Greek life experience had the strongest affinity of the campus life
experiences a student has in college. The interviews revealed it was the communal environment
of living in a fraternity house or being affiliated with a Greek organization where the students
live together, eat together, and socialize together that created a long-term level of engagement.
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Even those not directly associated with a Greek organization in college recognized the role these
organizations played in creating a sense of community and a sense of identity.
This dissertation sought to explore the role the college experience played in creating
affinity with alumni and creating opportunities to engage alumni on a more centric basis.
H2: Alumni segmented in groups with other alumni based on shared college experiences have a
higher level of engagement.
The qualitative data revealed a sense of identity with the student experience among the alumni
interviewed. It was either a Greek life affiliation or some group alumni connected with from their
time on campus that provided an opportunity to engage alumni. The segmentation opportunities
seemed to be limited to Greek life and a few select student organizations. The aspect of
homecoming events seemed to be the best way to engage alumni in these groups. A concern with
the event format is having alumni attend from a variety of graduation years to help ensure alumni
know other alumni from their time on campus when they attend an event. There were some
comments about relationships in a fraternity that extended beyond generations, but the alumni
referring to the organizations commented on the need to include alumni from similar graduation
years to connect people better.
The construct for this research was designed to not only explore alumni engagement
opportunities, but also to see if the affinity also influenced future alumni giving to the school.
H3: Affinity group participation is a strong predictor for future alumni giving.
Interviews did identify three specific alumni who commented on their charitable giving that was
specific to their affinity from their time on campus. Two of the former alumni board chairs from
School A indicated they had interest in connecting alumni affinity to philanthropy opportunities
on campus but informed the researcher this had not yet occurred. The data set for one school was
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skewed to one group of alumni volunteers. The alumni board members interviewed at School A
were all lifetime members who were also required to make a financial commitment to the board.
The financial contribution from the life membership was designated to the alumni association.
Each of the alumni interviewed were involved in some aspect of campus life. There were only
five of the 25 alumni interviewed who identified they were not a current donor to the school. The
research would indicate alumni with an affinity from their campus experience are likely to be
future alumni donors.
Summary
The qualitative study contributed to a better understanding of the aspects of the student
experience that leads to a strong identity with the school and the larger affinity. The interviews
also helped the researcher learn the methods alumni see as useful engagement tactics that can be
used to not only connect with alumni across the country, but also to connect with alumni in a
way that will develop relationships among one another and with the school. A piece of research
revealed to the researcher is that it is clear the alumni association is not correlated with the
fundraising function of the school. The alumni involved with the association see the organization
as a relationship-building and communication platform for the school, not a fundraising avenue.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION
This dissertation investigated the role alumni affinity groups play in alumni engagement
and alumni giving. A continual decline with alumni participation in giving at universities
requires schools to be more strategic in their alumni relations efforts (McDearmon & Shirley,
2009). The ability for a school to keep alumni engaged early after graduation and over their
lifetime is critical for the future success of a college of university. The new reality in higher
education for both public and private schools is the need for continual fundraising campaigns to
support scholarships, facility needs, and faculty development. Alumni develop a sense of identity
with their alma mater based on their campus experiences. This research explored how the
identity in the form of affinity relationships are stronger indicators for future engaged alumni and
possibly play a role in future alumni giving (Rau & Erwin, 2015; Gallo, 2012).
The prior chapter outlined the findings from the data collection from the qualitative
research method used in this dissertation. In this final chapter, the research questions will be
addressed based on the findings. The researcher will also outline the limitations with the
research. An important outcome of the Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) program at the
researcher’s institution is to learn and explore ways the academic research can be applied in a
practitioner environment. The dissertation will conclude with recommendations on how the
alumni affinity research can be applied in practice, as well as future research opportunities to
support alumni engagement and alumni giving strategies.
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Discussion of Findings
The data gathered from the interviews during the qualitative method was used to answer
three research questions and examine how earlier identified theories can be applied.

RQ1: Which student experience(s) in college develops a strong affinity with alumni?
The strongest alumni affinity related to the student experience is Greek life affiliation.
The interviews allowed respondents to self-identify what experiences they were involved
in during college. Both schools revealed that the Greek life experience played an important role
in creating alumni affinities that were important while not only as a student, but also as an
alumnus. Each school also had one campus experience that was unique to their campus. School
A was the University Center organization. School B was the College Night homecoming
tradition. Both of these experiences had a strong affinity with those who noted they were
involved in their respective campus experience.
The researcher had a hypothesis that the affinity an alumnus has with a campus
experience might become more meaningful to an alumnus after leaving college. Findings show
the affinity relationship is no stronger or weaker post-graduation. The alumni satisfaction control
could be applied to this comparison to learn if a more satisfied alumnus with their college
education perceives the affinity differently.
Social Identity theory can be applied to the affinity relationship. The respondents
identified with their college experiences and felt those campus activities influenced their later
selves. The issue with this will be with larger campuses who have extensive alumni databases to
manage to begin finding ways to speak to the social identity of their alumni.
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RQ2: How can affinity groups be used in higher education to influence alumni engagement?
Affinity groups are not seen as a method to influence alumni engagement. Athletics and
volunteer board opportunities are the best methods to influence alumni engagement.
Alumni have a variety of volunteer opportunities to become more involved with their
alma mater. The interview asked respondents about their volunteer experiences and what
influenced their decision to become involved in those activities. The predominate response was
another alumnus was the reason for their involvement in activities such as the alumni board. If
peer-to-peer relationships are important to the engagement process, then the better a school can
connect alumni from similar affinity groups the stronger that sense of engagement will be with
their involvement.
The researcher also recommends efforts be made to keep past board members engaged,
even when there is volunteer fatigue after a board term ends. The board relationship supported
alumni giving and creating alumni engagement by informing board members about campus
achievements and sharing student experiences. The research revealed the importance of keeping
prior board members or chairs connected as a possible affinity group to keep them engaged.

RQ3: How do alumni affinity segmentation strategies in higher education impact alumni giving?
The best affinity segmentation strategy to impact alumni giving is to start with alumni
involved in Greek life and provide a gift designation focused on student scholarships.
The challenge with a formal affinity segmentation strategy is the quality of the alumni
database that contains these records. Traditional alumni databases have contained important
alumni contact information, as well as institutional data such as major, class year, and giving
history. Affinity data needs to be self-identified by the alumni, or the prospect research staff in
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alumni relations offices can use school yearbooks and other historical documents to add affinity
relationships to alumni records.
Of the campus experience where affinity was measured, the Greek system had the highest
number of affiliations. This is positive to know a dominant affinity that can be used in profiling
alumni for future engagement and giving opportunities. The challenge is there is already a strong
philanthropy culture among Panhellenic and Interfraternity organizations. The focus of the
giving is not to the school, but the larger fraternal organization. This can be of assistance when
deciding on the types of alumni to engage with future volunteer opportunities either with the
alumni association or directly with the academic experience.
Philanthropic Mirroring can be applied to the affinity strategy when asking alumni to
consider making a charitable gift. Alumni affairs offices need to develop more alumni-centric
messages based on affinity groups so those alumni can see the current students as a reflection of
their time on campus. It is evident by the research that alumni hold these prior experiences as
important parts of their college identity and report they were important to their future growth and
development as a student.

Future Research
Future research should explore other alumni affinity relationships, especially those with a
more communal experience, to learn how they can be used to connect alumni back to their
campus experience. Future research can segment this approach with a survey sent to alumni who
participated in community-based campus programs (ex. college of business dormitory) and learn
what impact those experiences have on alumni engagement that might reflect the communal
experience Greek life provided alumni interviewed in this dissertation research.
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The growing use of student alumni groups should also be used in future research. As
student alumni organizations on campus grow in numbers, then research can be applied to
graduates who participated in the student alumni group. The research with these groups of
alumni can determine if the student alumni group creates a higher level of engagement and even
influences alumni giving. This research can be conducted as a longitudinal study to see the
comparison of alumni engagement for a new college graduate and years later as the alumnus
advances in their career.
Future research should also expand the analysis around individual alumni giving. This
dissertation included a large sample of alumni who were current donors to the school. It is
recommended to conduct future research that includes non-donor alumni and learn how an
affinity strategy directly influences or motivates them to make a gift. The researcher also
recommends future research be conducted to learn the motivation behind an alumnus gift and
develop an understanding of why the alumnus made the gift. This study can also research about
the decision made by an alumnus regarding their gift designation to the school.
It is also recommended additional research be conducted to understand the correlation
between alumni who make a direct gift to the school and the indirect charitable gifts made by
corporations and foundations as a result of the alumni relationships with those organizations.
This analysis can seek to know more about the influence of alumni on the giving process outside
of only individual alumni gifts.
Follow Up Research
The qualitative research was followed by a quantitative study to develop a better
understanding of the relationship between alumni affinity and engagement and giving. A
summary of the survey questions is included in Appendix F.
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Methods
The follow up quantitative research method was survey-based, used to identify specific
demographic data (Gaier, 2005). The study collected primary data from alumni about their
undergraduate experiences to explore if those experiences created an identity with the university.
The survey also investigated the importance of the student experiences as they related to the
current alumni relationship with the institution. The survey also explored if the identified alumni
affinity from the student experience influenced alumni engagement or alumni giving or both.
Engagement is measured in the survey via alumni volunteer opportunities and how alumni
connect back with the school once they graduate.
Survey Instrument Development
The online survey was developed by gathering information from professionals in alumni
relations and advancement roles. The researcher met with four individuals in senior level
leadership roles at their respective institutions and on-site with one proprietor of an alumni
affinity marketing organization. The meetings identified key areas of analysis used in the survey
development and assisted in determining the constructs and the moderators used in the analysis.
The same construct used in the qualitative study was used to design the survey instrument
to determine the relationships between alumni affinity (x-variable) and engagement (y1-variable)
and giving (y2-variable). The survey was built in Qualtrics using a five-point Likert scale to
assess alumni interest and opinions. A pilot test study was sent to the same group of individuals
who assisted in the survey development. The researcher received feedback from the testers that
the survey needed additional questions to understand preferred alumni communication methods.
The survey was finalized with those changes and made active online for a two-week period in
September 2019. The survey consisted of 51 questions in total, but respondents were asked a
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smaller number of questions based on the survey logic designed to move respondents to only
questions pertinent to their prior responses in the survey. An email in Appendix C from an
alumni director was sent to the sample set including a short description of the project, the survey
URL, and biographical information on the researcher.
Survey Analysis
The survey included a series of student experiences corresponding to affinity
relationships alumni may have experienced during their college experience. A total of 171
respondents started the survey and 151 completed the survey. The data was exported from
Qualtrics, reviewed for missing data points, and sorted by question number. The average amount
of time it took a respondent to complete the survey was twenty-four minutes. SAS software was
used to analyze the data. A series of correlations were run on the data using the SAS Enterprise
Guide 61 software platform. See Appendix G for some of the correlations.
The researcher found in the follow up quantitative research that the sample size was not
large enough to determine if there was any mediation from the control variables on the
independent variable X: Alumni Affinity and the dependent variables of Y1: Engagement and Y2:
Giving. The survey included multiple student experiences a respondent could select from based
on their college experience. The small sample resulted in too few responses for each individual
selection (e.g. fraternity, SGA). A decision was made to collapse the original options of student
experiences and reduce them into six broader groups: (1) athletics, (2) university involvement,
(3) arts, (4) Greek life, (5) cultural groups, and (6) other. Individuals could be in more than one
group. The results included a total of 85 participants who were in at least one group. Even with
the categories, the researcher still lacked a large enough sample to complete a mediation
analysis. It is recommended for future research to survey a larger sample size to conduct a
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mediation analysis on the alumni affinity relationships identified in the survey and their
influence on alumni engagement and alumni giving.
There were two correlations of note that could support the findings from the qualitative
research. These are the importance of Greek life, and athletics as they relate to alumni
engagement. The correlation analysis for these alumni affinity variables is included in Figure 15
and Figure 16. The correlation matrix for the Greek life group of affinity variables is reported in
Figure 15. In this matrix, some of the variables are not significantly correlated. Unlike some of
the other affinity variables with multiple student experiences included in one category, this
category only includes fraternity and sorority; however, the correlations are larger than the other
affinity variables, but still not statistically significant due to the small sample size.

Figure 15: Affinity Relationships with Greek Life
For the athletic group of variables, the correlation matrix is below in Figure 16. The
analysis shows that all the variables were correlated except for the relationship between group
importance as a student, and affinity for the group as an alumnus (r = 0.45, p = 0.06), though this
is a result of a small sample size (n = 18).
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Figure 16: Affinity Relationships with Athletics

Limitations
The data collection for this research was limited to two public universities. One school is
a top-tier R1 research school with more than 30,000 undergraduate students that is less than 70
years old. The second school studied is a public liberal arts university with close to 3,000
undergraduate students and is more than 120 years old. There was no data collected from the
perspective of a private college or university.
The sample for the qualitative research included sampling bias due to a convenience
sampling method used to identify alumni. The respondents were selected by the alumni director
and from a list the researcher developed based on their prior alumni board involvement or
campus volunteer experiences. In future research, the sampling bias should be eliminated.
Future research should include a larger sampling for the quantitative data collection so
that a mediation model can examine the relationships between the variables. Future research
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should also include more representative sample of alumni, including lapsed donors and nondonors.
Applications in Practice
The growing alumni population in the United States requires schools to engage alumni
early and often in the life of the college. A concern in higher education is the growing number of
college graduates with student loan debt. This liability for many students will prohibit them from
wanting to or being able to make a charitable gift to the school soon after graduation. That is
where the affinity relationship can support future engagement by keeping younger alumni
informed and involved with their respective affinities until they have the capacity or interest in
making a gift to the school.
The Council for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) is the industry leader in
alumni relations. The topic of alumni affinity is clearly of interest to the organization and its
members as evident with their recent alumni engagement survey begun in 2016 and current
conferences that focus on developing alumni affinity groups.

Concluding Remarks
This research has a variety of data collection opportunities to explore and continue to find
new methods to engage alumni and motivate them to make a gift. The challenge the researcher
found with data collection is that the alumni database is only as good as the data that has been
collected on the school’s alumni. The database typically does not contain specific student
experience data that could be used to segment alumni to better align with affinity groups.
The alumni relationship is important for both private and public schools. In order to
effectively engage alumni and even cultivate them for gifts to the school requires resources to be
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dedicated to these efforts. As schools rely more on alumni giving and alumni support with the
student experience, then the use of engagement strategies such as affinity groups and programs
can help reach the alumni on a more centric, meaningful basis. A student is a student for a
limited period of time. After graduation, the role of alumni is for a lifetime. The alumni
relationship is a long-term investment for both the alumnus and the school.
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APPENDIX D
Qualitative Survey
Participant Number: _________________________
Introduction
•

Explain reason for the research. (If a call, inform alumnus call being recorded and why.)

•

Discuss stage of the research and why this interview is important.

•

Anonymous and authorization form emailed after the interview.

Survey Respondent: Yes______________

No________________

College Experience
1. What year did you graduate and what was your major?
a. Year: _________________________
b. Major: _________________________________________

2. Why did you choose to attend School A?
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3. How would you describe your level of satisfaction with the academic experience you
received at School A?

4. What campus life activities were you involved in at School A during your undergraduate
career that were the most important to you as a student?
i. _____________________________________________
ii. _____________________________________________
iii. _____________________________________________
iv. _____________________________________________
v. _____________________________________________
vi. _____________________________________________
vii. _____________________________________________
viii. _____________________________________________
ix. _____________________________________________
x. _____________________________________________
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5. Why do you think those experiences were so meaningful (or not) to you as a student?

6. Do you feel looking back to when you were a student that these experiences mean more
to you now than they did when you were in school?
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Alumni Association
1. Are you a current member of the School A alumni association? If no, then any prior time
period when a member?
i. Yes _________________
ii. No __________________ In the past? ______________________

2. What was the reason(s) you joined or became involved with the School A alumni
association?

3. IF YES TO #1, how would you describe your involvement in the School A alumni
association?

4. IF a Regional Alumni Chapter, describe how you feel connected or not connected to
School A as an alumnus who lives outside the local area.
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Engagement

Volunteer Engagement
This research is exploring some possible engagement methods to find new ways to get alumni
more involved. GJ: briefly define engagement and importance (CASE definition).
1. How do you feel alumni volunteer opportunities either on campus or with alumni sponsored
programs can be used to impact alumni engagement?

2. What ways do you feel School A can better engage alumni and connect them back to campus
and understanding the role they play at School A?
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Alumni Affinity
There are many ways to connect alumni together from across multiple generations. The
challenge is managing a large alumni database and the time and resources needed to find what
those connectors are for alumni.
How would you feel if the School A alumni association created alumni opportunities (…maybe
events or alumni groups…) that connect you with other alumni from one or more of the affinity
groups from your School A college experience?

IF the alumnus is already involved in an alumni affinity group.
a) Which affinity groups are you are a current member? _________________________
b) What role, if any, do you play in the affinity group? __________________________
c) Has your involvement in the affinity group connected you to those past experiences?

Alumni Affinity Engagement
How do you see an alumni affinity strategy of group alumni together by their campus
experiences helping School A better engage alumni?

106

Philanthropy
5. Are you currently a donor to School A? _____________
6. If NO, then have you ever made a charitable gift to School A? _____________________
7. Can you speak to what motivated you to want to make a gift to School A?

8. If you look back at your giving history, can you recall if there was a person, event, or a
specific ask that influenced you to make a gift? It can be any gift you’ve made.

Volunteer Impact on Philanthropy
Part of this study gathers information about possible alumni volunteer engagement opportunities
that might influence alumni to make a gift to School A for the first-time or encouraged them to
renew a prior gift or even influence an alumnus to increase their giving to School A.
How do you see alumni volunteer experiences as ways to engage alumni in giving back to
School A?
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APPENDIX E
Literature Summary
Alumni Affinity Research
Issue
Institutional
Advancement

•
•
•

•
•
•
Higher Education

•

Affinity

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alumni cycle

•

Alumni support
decline

•
•
•
•
•

Description
Constructs a lifelong relationship between alumni
and a higher education institution
Cultivates relationships over a lifetime
The combination of alumni relations,
communications and marketing, and fundraising
practice in HEIs is part of a relationship-building
referred to as Institutional Advancement (IA).
Emerged because of need for funding for the
institution
Students from diverse affiliations align themselves
with others that share their psychological profiles
Expenditures on alumni and development program
lead to increased alumni giving
Serves public good and the state’s policy interests,
such as economic and social inclusion agenda
Alumni satisfaction with undergraduate experience
Higher level of giving correlate to high quality
academic and social experiences
Volunteer in intramural or endorsed sports program
Giving influenced by how much the alum kept up
with the university over time
Alumni support based on experience on campus
Four stages – initial, affinity, engagement, & support
Alumni have multiple connections to the university
Describers the alumnus or alumnae’s subjective
preferences connected to the institution
Process can result in more one-way relationship
between university and alumni
Diversity groups success with targeting niche alumni
Relationship begins during student experience
Alumni social self-identify based on interest and
group classifications available in profile
Communication to and within the group critical
Alum activities based on student experience
influences giving
Alumni identification with university rests with
experience-filled times in the student’s life
Alumni finding meaningful interactions with an
affinity group or academic program to connect
alumni to what she was involved in as a student.
Institutional advancement enables alumni to move
through the relationship cycle
Decline in state funding and economic influences
caused need to develop better fundraising efforts
Decline in alumni participation
Young alumni no participating is large factor
Not much alumni research included impact of
generational influences
Decline in state funding
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Relationships

Student debt

Data segmentation

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fundraising

Loyalty

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reasons to give

•
•
•
•
•

Alumni don’t feel institution needs their support
Alternative giving options might decrease giving
Income plays a part in giving back
Not sure if institution needs the gift
Alumni relationship defines consumer’s identity
Don’t see giving to their alma mater as worthwhile
Larger enrollment impacts giving rates
Change in attitudes among younger alumni
Increase in cost and less altruistic feelings
Use of social media decreases need for reunions
Need to start building them while students in school
Relationship between brand and community benefit
from laws of reciprocity
Limited resources require knowing alumni better
Major factor in ability to make a donation
Alumni with student loans were mainly non-donors
Burdened by debt
Data sources allow for customized gift requests
Strong correlation is alumni giving to other charities
Consider alumni groups
Importance to understand Millennial giving
Detailed alumni database assists with targeting
Detailed affinity relationships allow customized ask
Alumni profiles used to identify alumni giving
Data gathered at affiliation stage
Impact of student debt and financial aid
Different alumni respond to different donor
recognition opportunities
Separate alumni into cohorts based on campus
experiences
Customize communication is key to success
Needs of diverse segments
Segment alumni based on organizational identity
Segmentation around social identity
Social networking sites offer virtual networking
Young alumni need to understand impact of
philanthropy on school
Crowd funding opportunities
Integration in the brand community creates enduring
loyalty to the institution
Affiliation with the institution boots alums selfesteem with renewed connection with alma mater
Encourage students to become involved in their
college experience
Institution alumni relationships are among the most
important
Newer graduates less likely to pay alumni due
Multiple aspects
Loyal donors
Alumni who received scholarships and other aid
were more likely to give back to their school
Donor acknowledgement programs increase gift size
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Northfell et al., 2015

Allenby, 2014
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•

Brand community
Alumni

Alumni
participation
Alumni giving

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Donors

Donor motives
College experience

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Communications

Engagement

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Giving gives a higher perception of the value of the
education
Altruistic feelings about the school and faculty
Alumni has a need for reciprocity to give back
Direct benefits (i.e. magazine) received from giving
Product of social relationships among users of a
brand
Role
Volunteer
Identity
Alumni relations
Satisfaction
History of alumni back to 1821
Decline in alumni participation.
Young alumni not participating is large factor.
Strong relationship to academic experience than
participation
Active alumni are more likely to give and give
generously
Active students are not necessarily active alumni
Alums further away from campus more likely to give
Importance in finding the right donors
Loyal donors
Donor identity
Likely donor
Loyal
Giving
Theories
Understanding
University academic experiences
Experience leads to alumni support
Quality of experience leads to support
Impact of experience
Further research to determine activities to impact gift
Academic experience influences overall satisfaction
Quality of alums undergraduate experience is
important to predicting volunteer support
Student experience significantly influences alumni
donations
Undergraduate experience critical to forming later
philanthropic behavior with the institution
General
Alumni
Impacts alumni relationships
Literature review
Student who were involved are more likely to be
engaged as alumni
Being invited and attending events can impact
alumni engagement and be a predictor for giving
Alumni support and civic engagement
Alumni
One of four stages
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Relationship
building

•
•
•
•

Scholarships and
financial aid

•
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APPENDIX F

School: __________________________________________
Construct: Alumni Affinity
Q#: Were you involved in campus activities or student organizations?
____Yes ____No

Q#: Select which campus activities or student organizations you were involved in during
your undergraduate college experience.
Athletics

College Ambassador

Campus Newspaper

Dance Team

Campus Tour Guide

Fraternity

Cheerleading

International Student
Association
Intramurals

Choir

LGBTQ Student
Association
Marching Band

Residential Assistant

Theatre

ROTC

University Programs

Minority Student
Association
Orchestra

SGA

Yearbook

Sorority

Other

Orientation Team

Student Alumni
Association

Q#: Rank the importance the above campus activities or student organizations were to you
as a student.
___Extremely Important ___Very Important ____Moderately Important ____Slightly Important ____Not at all Important

Q#: Rank the importance the above campus activities or student organizations are you now
as an alumnus.
___Extremely Important ___Very Important ____Moderately Important ____Slightly Important ____Not at all Important

Q#: Please rank the strength of your affinity today as an alumni with these campus life
activities or student organizations you were involved as a student at SCHOOL.
___Very Strong Affinity ___Strong Affinity ____Moderately Affinity ____Little Affinity ____Not Affinity at all
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Construct: Alumni Engagement
Q#: Select volunteer roles or campus leadership experiences.
Board of Trustees

Foundation Board

Parent Program Volunteer

Board of Advisors

Fine Arts Patron

Alumni Board

Athletics Booster

Junior Alumni Board

Fraternity or Sorority
Advisor

Guest Speaker in
Classroom
Guest Speaker at CampusWide Events
Student Mentor

Student Recruitment
Volunteer
Corporate Partner
Child or Grandchild
Enrolled
Other

Q#: Rank the importance the above volunteer roles or campus leadership experiences.
___Extremely Important ___Very Important ____Moderately Important ____Slightly Important ____Not at all Important

Q#: Do you agree your involvement in the above selected volunteer roles or campus
activities has motivated you to become more involved as an alumni or friend of SCHOOL?
___Strongly agree ___Somewhat agree ____Neither agree or disagree ____Somewhat disagree

____Strongly disagree

Q#: Which personal relationship(s) on campus encouraged you to become involved in the
volunteer roles or campus experiences you selected at SCHOOL? Select all that apply.
Fellow Alumni

Dean

Alumni Affairs Staff

Administration (ex. President)

Fundraising Staff

Current Student

Faculty Member

Other

Q#: How important was the campus relationship in your decision to become involved in a
volunteer leader role or with a specific campus experience at SCHOOL?
___Extremely likely ___Somewhat likely ____Neither likely nor unlikely ____Somewhat unlikely

____Extremely unlikely

Q#: If the alumni association today created an alumni affinity group based on the campus
life activities or student organizations you were involved in as a student at SCHOOL, how
likely would it be for you to become involved in that alumni affinity group(s)?
___Extremely Important ___Very Important ____Moderately Important ____Slightly Important ____Not at all Important
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Construct: Alumni Giving
Q#: Are you a donor?
____Yes ____No

Q#: Or have you been a donor in the past?
____Yes ____No

Q#: Were you a donor before becoming involved in any of these volunteer leadership roles
or campus activities?
____Yes ____No

Q#: Did the volunteer leadership roles or campus activities influence your decision to make
a gift to SCHOOL?
___Strongly agree ___Somewhat agree ____Neither agree or disagree ____Somewhat disagree

____Strongly disagree

Q#: How likely would you be to make a charitable gift to support an alumni affinity group
that supports students currently involved in your campus affinity?
___Extremely likely ___Somewhat likely ____Neither likely nor unlikely ____Somewhat unlikely

____Extremely unlikely

Education
Q#: What academic area is your bachelor’s degree from SCHOOL?
Q#: What academic area is your master’s degree from SCHOOL?
Q#: What academic area is your doctorate degree from SCHOOL?
Arts and Sciences
Business
Communications
Dentistry
Education
Engineering
Fine Arts

Law
Medicine
Nursing
Pharmacy
Social Work
Other

Q#: What decade would you associate your class year when you received your degree(s)
from SCHOOL?
1960-1969
1970-1979
1980-1989
1990-1999
2000-2009
2010-2019
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Communications
Q#: Which of these methods do you prefer SCHOOL to use to communicate with you
about school news or alumni updates?
___Email ___Mail ____Both ____Neither

Q#: How often do you prefer SCHOOL communicate with you?
___1 time a year ___Every two months (bi-monthly) ____Every three months (quarterly) ____Monthly

Demographics
Q#: Gender
___Male ___Female ____Prefer Not to Share

Q#: Ethnicity
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Black or African American
Asian

Hispanic or Latino or Spanish Origin
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White
Other

Less than $25,000
$25,000-$49,999
$50,000-$74,999
$75,000-$99,999
$100,000-$124,999

$125,000-$149,999
$150,000-$174,999
$175,000-$200,000
More than $200,000

Q#: Income
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APPENDIX G
Follow Up Research Quantitative Correlation Analysis by Categories

Affinity Relationships and Alumni Giving

University Affinity Category and Importance and Affinity Giving
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Cultural Affinity Category and Importance and Affinity Giving

Other Affinity Category and Importance and Affinity Giving
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